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(part 2 – with Jon Oldham) 

Katy Catchpole 

Hello. This is Katy Catchpole, and you are listening to Trent Radio, 92.7 CFFF FM in 
Peterborough/Nogojiwanong. Welcome back to Soundcapes, the show where I get out outside and 
explore Peterborough/Nogojiwanong and learn about all the things that are going on in the city from cool 
folks who are involved in the community. And last week on the show, I shared a tour and interview that I 
did with my pal Jessica during my visit to the Museum and Archives. And this week, I'll be playing part two 
of that visit, which gives a little sneak peek into a part of the museum that we don't usually get to see. So, 
this part of the tour was when Jessica took me down into the Curatorial Center, which contains thousands 
of items that are stacked up in big aisles and saw a lot of really cool things there. The weirdest thing I saw 
was a collection of old, really creepy marionettes, which are those wooden puppets that you manipulate 
with strings like Pinocchio. And the puppets had belonged to a theater company that had disbanded and 
then donated all of these marionettes to the museum, which was really neat. And Jessica also showed 
me around the accession room, which contains cabinets of files that document all of the things that have 
been donated to the museum over the years. And it was a really cool experience. And really interesting to 
see how they keep track and organize all of those 45,000 plus items. So, without further ado, I'll play a 
little bit of that audio for you right now.  

Jessica Ernest  

This walk is a lot less fun in the wintertime. 

Katy Catchpole 

Oh, yeah. 

Jessica Ernest  

But it’s gorgeous now. 

Katy Catchpole 

It's a nice view. Right now, we're walking from the main Museum and Archives building to the Curatorial 
Center. We're walking to the Curatorial Center, and we can see the Quaker Oats factory from where we're 
standing at the top of the hill. 

Jessica Ernest 

And we can also see a smokestack from the GE Building there, too. 



Katy Catchpole 

Oh, yeah. Gorgeous view. All right, we're entering the Curatorial Center! She has the key. Thank you. 

Jessica Ernest 

So that room there is the accessions room. So, it has the files of all of the items that we have in storage 
and the whole story, how it was donated, who it was donated by, how old it is, who it belonged to, what 
kind of damage is on it, et cetera. Like, any identifiable factors and any stories attached to it are in that 
room there. 

Katy Catchpole 

It's just like a big archive of, like… 

Jessica Ernest 

It's not actually as big as you would think. It's only, like, four filing cabinets. And then around the corner is 
a photo booth for taking pictures of the artifacts. A lot of research goes down here to find maybe the 
details of the story that we don't know already. And a lot of handling happens here. But mostly it's the 
files. I think they're very cool. 

Katy Catchpole 

You've seen those? 

Jessica Ernest 

Yes. Can we see if we can look at one now? 

Katy Catchpole 

Yeah. 

Jessica Ernest 

All right, let's take a look. Hi, this is my friend Katy from Trent Radio. We were wondering if we could look 
at one of the accession files just to kind of take a gander. 

Jessica Ernest 

This is Allison. 



Katy Catchpole 

Hi. Nice to meet you. 

Jessica Ernest 

So, the beginning of the accession number, the year that's displayed is the year that the item was 
donated. So, let's just take one from 1988. We'll take the one at the very front, so we don't lose its spot. 
So, we can see the accession number, the year it was donated, who donated it, a description of what it is, 
how many items are in the collection. So, for example, if somebody donated mittens you would say two, 
because it's a pair, and then whether it was a donation or a question mark. 

Jessica Ernest 

Oh, yeah. Trophy, clipboard, book, military photograph, child’s dress, eyeglasses, wax doll, sweatshirt, 
tablecloth, tools, atlas, vacuum cleaner, Christmas trees, teddy bears. Let's see, maybe we can find the 
shot glass. 

Katy Catchpole 

So, is it likely that the things listed here would still be in this building? 

Jessica Ernest 

Oh, yes, for sure. I'm not super familiar with how these files work, but I believe it tells you where exactly it 
can be found. Yeah, I would say the accession files are like the unsung heroes of the museum and 
archives because they keep us all in line, they keep us organized. 

Katy Catchpole 

Like paper, like slightly yellowed. It's thin. 

Katy Catchpole 

Street sign, medical book, bicycle. Wooden shave-- grave marker. Cufflinks. 

Katy Catchpole 

Radio. Radios? Is that what that says? 

Jessica Ernest 

Yeah. Radios. I think there's five of them. 



Katy Catchpole 

Wow. 

Jessica Ernest 

Lots of cameras. Adding machines. 

Katy Catchpole 

Atlas, sled. 

Jessica Ernest 

Glass negatives, framed photograph. Light socket. Skates. Umbrella, booklet. Really is life. You don't see 
fossils or arrowheads. Although arrowheads are, I suppose, a part of life-- maybe one that I'm unfamiliar 
with. 

Katy Catchpole 

Have they ever had to expand the storage space in order to--? 

Jessica Ernest 

Yeah. So, when the museum was first built, all of the items were stored in the basement, where we just 
were, where the archives now are. And from what I've heard, it was a disaster. Nothing was organized 
properly. Everything was stacked on top of stack, on top of stack. Everything was on the verge of falling 
over and it wasn't sustainable, and it wasn't safe for the items. And so that's why they built this facility. 
And it's huge. And there is a lot more room for expansion, so hopefully they won't have to build a new 
building for at least another decade. Hopefully. But in addition to that, I believe they've become a lot more 
particular in which items they are accepting. I've heard some staff members say everybody has the last 
edition of The New York Times, but nobody has the third edition or the 19th. 

Katy Catchpole 

Right. 

Jessica Ernest 

And so those are the items that are actually a little bit more rare. So, they have to be very particular. 



Katy Catchpole 

Very cool. Thank you for showing me that. 

Katy Catchpole 

Thank you. Bye, Alison. Thanks. 

Katy Catchpole 

All right. Hello there. If you are just tuning in with us right now, this is Katy Catchpole and you're listening 
to Soundscapes, the weekly youth show where I get outside and explore. And this week is a continuation 
of last week's episode, which was all about the Museum and Archives. And now I will be playing an 
interview that I did with the museum archivist, John Oldham, who taught me a lot about what an archivist 
does and his role as an archivist. So here is that. 

Jon Oldham 

Hello, I'm John Oldham. I'm the archivist here at the Peterborough Museum and Archives. Well, here we 
are in the archives. There's really a couple of spaces that we have down here. One is for the artifacts and 
archival material that we store. So, storage space. And the other room where we're standing now is 
where the public comes in and does research and we're really available for anybody in the public. So 
whether you are a seasoned historian that's doing research or you are just a person interested in your 
community, maybe you have a project you're working on in school and you need to find some answers, or 
you live in a historic house and you want to know more about it, or you're just curious about ancestors 
that lived in the area, or you just see something really neat in the newspaper and it sparks an interest. So, 
we have probably about 3,000 linear feet of collection material here, so that's if you lined up all of our 
documents on shelves in a big, long line, it would be about 3,000 feet. It's quite a bit. And a large portion 
of that is our historic photograph collection. We have at latest estimate around half a million historic 
photographs of the Peterborough area. Now, some of those are portraits of individual families and people. 
So, they're of extreme interest to some people and of smaller interest to the larger population. But a lot of 
those photographs are of Peterborough: downtown events or buildings or just the general area around. 
And that's going back into the mid 18 hundreds up until the mid or late 20th century we have photographs 
for. 

Katy Catchpole 

You mentioned that people can come here to sort of discover an aspect of their family history. Has there 
ever been like a weird story where someone discovered something really cool? 

Jon Oldham 



I knew you were going to ask that question. Yeah, one that stands out to me isn't so much a weird story, 
but it was a woman who grew up in Peterborough. She was here as a child and then things changed in 
her family, and she ended up moving out of the country. And she had come back as an older adult and 
was trying to find a picture of her childhood house. And she explained that it was on Armour Road, and 
she said it was on the east side of the canal. And my mind quickly said, “Hmm, I think you're wrong. 
Armour Road's on the west side of the canal. Clearly it is.” But no, it turns out she was right. There was a 
section of what used to be called Concession Streets. Now, Armour Road, before the canal was built, 
there was a little section just south of Maniece Road where her house was. And so, when they built the 
canal, it ended up cutting off Armor Road and stranding this little area where her house was. And so, 
once I knew that, we started looking for photographs and found a photograph of her house and she was 
literally brought to tears because I guess she'd had a bit of a hard life later in life but had fond memories 
of living in Peterborough and just wanted to find that little evidence of that happy time in her life. So, she 
was quite thrilled to find that, and I was quite thrilled to help her and quite thrilled to learn something new 
about our community, not realizing how the streets lined up. So that was kind of fun. 

Katy Catchpole 

That's a really cool story. What year was the photo that she was looking for from? 

Jon Oldham 

Well, I think she was looking at any evidence that her house existed because it's gone now. So, there's a 
little triangle of land between the CP rail line and Ashburnham and the canal. It's just like sort of down in 
those little triangles, just trees there. Now, she just wanted any evidence to see that her house actually 
existed, and she lived there probably in the 40s and 50s so the house lasted probably at least that late. I 
think the photos we found were a little bit earlier, but she was just thrilled to see them. 

Katy Catchpole 

That's a really good story. Could you speak just a little bit about your role as an archivist and what you do, 
that kind of thing? 

Jon Oldham 

Yes. So, I guess my job is two parts. One, I manage the archival collection, so kind of like a curator would 
look after the museum collection, I look after the archival collection. And what that is, generally, is original, 
unpublished documents, diaries, letters, business records, photographs, maps, some art, so I look after 
those. And so, part of my job is sort of behind the scenes, what we call back of house, just organizing that 
material, understanding what we have, maybe digitizing some of it, but really trying to come to terms with 
what the material is that we have, so that I can do the other part of my job, which is talking to the public 
and helping to answer questions about the community. Traditionally, I suppose an archivist role would be 
fairly limited to retrieving boxes from shelves and putting material in front of people to look at. But I view 



my role more as a guide to the history of Peterborough and so people can ask whatever questions they 
have, and I'll do my best to answer those questions. And sometimes it's easy to do that with the material 
we have. And sometimes you have to get a little creative and trying to help people answer questions. And 
sometimes we just simply don't have answers and we do our best to direct people elsewhere. So really 
that's… I guess my role is, like I said, behind the scenes, coming to terms with what we have and then 
also helping to answer questions. 

Katy Catchpole 

What's the process, like, when people bring things in to donate, do they often, like you said, that they 
have a lot of questions? Is there ever a case where someone knows a lot about the item, and they give 
you information about it? 

Jon Oldham 

Oh, yes, I hope so. Yeah. So, in many cases, people are bringing in material that's been in their family or 
they've owned it themselves, or they found it in Mom and Dad's attic or whatever. And so, it's really 
important that any information they have about the material gets passed on to us so that we can capture 
those stories and that information about the artifacts or archival material. So that's it. I mean, we can do 
our own research outside of that, but oftentimes we're talking about material that belongs to individual 
families, and so those stories aren't recorded. Those stories really get recorded when people share them. 
And so, it's important for us to talk to the donor and see what information they know about the material 
from that point on. It's kind of typical historian stuff, looking up information in records and comparing it 
with other information and trying to come to terms with, I guess, the stories around the archival material. 
But what do those stories tell us about other stories and how does it all link together? So that's kind of 
what we do. 

Katy Catchpole  

Have there been any items that have totally baffled you and you have no idea what to make of them? 

Jon Oldham 

Yes, I'm grasping at straws to think of a specific example, but yeah, I mean, there's lots of examples of 
photographs that we’lll see the photograph, and it looks vaguely like somewhere in Peterborough, and we 
just, for some reason, can't quite figure it out because the landscape has changed. I guess I can 
remember better some of the examples where we were stumped for a while and then found the answer. 
Just thinking of an example from the other day, there was a section in behind what's now Quaker Oats, 
where there was another lumber mill, and we were looking at a photograph, and it just could not line up in 
my mind on how it worked. And eventually we figured it out. Great story. We were stumped and then we 
figured it out. But those kinds of things happen on a daily basis around here. So, we're stumped for a 
while and then eventually we figure it out. 



Katy Catchpole 

Do you ever seek help from the community or just do a call out, being like, hey, do you recognize where 
this is? 

Jon Oldham 

Yes, we have done that before through social media. Just not, “Here's what we know. Do you know 
more?” We probably could do it more. There's certainly lots of examples of material that we have that we 
could get more answers for. Yeah, absolutely. 

Katy Catchpole  

Cool. I asked you to find some of your favorite artifacts. 

Jon Oldham 

Yeah, it just so happens we have some postcards that are out on the table in the other room. Look at 
those. 

Katy Catchpole 

Okay, yeah, sure. 

Jon Oldham 

Actually, these are the backs of them that we're looking at. And the interesting thing about postcards is 
they are of interest to us, in the archives, for two reasons. One, because they have neat pictures on the 
front like this old picture here where we're looking down George Street and we see a streetcar down the 
middle of the street. Some of your listeners are probably aware, but some of them possibly aren't aware 
that we used to have a streetcar in Peterborough. But also, what's sometimes of more interest is what's 
written on the back. And so that's where we can get stories about people's travels or understand family 
connections or learn about events in their lives that they wanted to share with other family members. So, 
there's lots of great examples, things that you would expect to see. Pictures of old buildings, the bridge 
across the river, the churches and so forth. 

Katy Catchpole  

They’re covered in plastic. 

Jon Oldham 



These ones are. We don't cover everything with plastic, but sometimes it makes a great project for the 
museum students to practice putting things in protective sleeves. Sometimes we wear gloves. I've got 
these nitrile gloves on. Sometimes you might see white cotton gloves that are used. We do use them in 
the archives from time to time. We don't use them for everything. It really depends on what the greater 
risk is. Our fingers have oils and acids in them, and since we're basically committed to preserving our 
collections indefinitely, possibly forever, we want to keep oils and acids off of them. So that's why we 
wear gloves. However, in some cases, the gloves can be more damaging if you've got paper where you're 
turning pages and you might catch it with the glove and rip the page. So, in archives, there's probably 
maybe a 50/50 split in terms of times when we use gloves and times when we don't. 

Jon Oldham  

These are our map drawers. They make noise when they open. 

Katy Catchpole 

Okay, let's hear that. 

Jon Oldham 

So, maps are really fun because they give us a view of what things look like, and sometimes they even 
tell the truth. I joke. But seriously, sometimes the maps are planner's ambitions for the future. And so, we 
have to be careful when we look back at a historic document, because sometimes it was a historic draft 
idea and it never actually happened. So, it's easy to look at a historic document and think, okay, that's 
what happened, but sometimes that's what was planned. But in these cases, this is what happened. Maps 
are best viewed with your eyeballs, not your ears. So, it's hard to sort of describe what we're looking at 
here. But this particular map was a plan in the 1850s to fill in Spaulding’s Bay, which was an area at the 
end of Jackson Creek where it spilled into the Otonabee River along George Street, pretty much where 
the marina is now. And so, on this map, we can see something called Hospital Point. Well, that is the end 
of Del Crary Park, and it's been filled in to make it more of a triangular shape. And the whole area of 
Spaulding’s Bay, which is where the Market Plaza is now, was all filled in. So, it was all open water where 
the creek went into the river, and they filled it in. And George Street is now a street and not a bridge, 
which it used to be. 

Katy Catchpole  

Cool. What else is in this room? 

Jon Oldham 

Yeah, lots of things to see, but it's mostly in boxes, so at first glance it's kind of a boring room. We have 
paper records about all of our collections where we keep track of the paperwork that the donors filled out, 
and that all gets stored in filing cabinets. We have original documents from the city of Peterborough. 



These particular ones are pavement contracts and sewers. When they put sewers in, they'd have to figure 
out how much to charge each of the citizens. Kind of like a tax, I guess. We do have some books in our 
collection. Mostly they're for reference as opposed to being formally part of our collection because as I 
said earlier, we collect original unpublished documents primarily, and books are published, so of course 
there are lots of copies that exist. And so, we're always careful to collect things that were sort of the last 
chance to save them, in a way. And books were not necessarily the last chance to save them. But these 
ones here are particularly useful for local research. That's why we have them. 

Jon Oldham 

And because we have lots of things, and not a lot of storage space, we have compact shelving and in a 
unit that has six banks of shelves, we only have to have one aisleway to walk down, and we just roll the 
shelves and move them out of the way so that way we can store more. But like I said, it's shelves and 
shelves of boxes. 

Katy Catchpole  

That was really cool. Opening that door felt like opening another portal or something. Very cool. 

Jon Oldham  

Yeah, it's fun. I like to spend lots of time here. 

Katy Catchpole  

Right. What's your favorite part about being an archivist or your favorite thing? 

Jon Oldham 

I guess my favorite thing, what draws me to the work is making connections. So, knowing a story that's 
over here and knowing another story that's over there, and finding some document or some connection to 
bring them together. Those little moments, it's like a little moment of discovery where you didn't know 
something and then, “A ha!” The lightbulb goes off and now you know something. So, I like that 
personally. I think a lot of people enjoy that when they come into the archives, they want to learn things, 
and when they learn and discover them and they have that, “Oh, I didn't know that” moment, it's like a 
little victory, right? It feels nice. I particularly like that when people come in for some deeper personal 
reason, because it's about the house they live in. It's about the family that they knew or maybe didn't 
know. And finding those discoveries is really pretty exciting. That's my favorite part, making those 
connections. Yeah. 

Katy Catchpole 

How did you sort of get into this career? 



Jon Oldham 

Good question. I studied history and like everyone who studies history got tired of answering the 
question, so what are you going to do with a history degree? Yeah, so I came into it through the museum 
field, actually. So rather than come into the archives through, like, a library and information or archives 
training, it's more of a museum side. So, I spent many years here at the PMA working in the museum and 
always interested in the archives. So, when the opportunity came up, I applied for the job and here I am. 

Katy Catchpole 

Do you have any advice for young people who might be interested in just learning more about archival 
studies or starting a career in a history related institution? 

Jon Oldham 

Yeah, I think it would be a smart move. I always say history is the smartest business to get into because 
they make more of it every day. It's the only guaranteed growth industry. Just visit your local museum, 
visit the local archives. I think a lot of people are intimidated by archives because you have to book an 
appointment, or “I don't know what to expect when I get there,” and it's just going to be some crusty 
person sitting there and they're not very helpful. Entirely not true. Everybody is welcome to come to the 
archives. We do ask that people book appointments just so that we're prepared for them and we're not 
wasting their time when they're here. Sometimes we can answer questions and you don't even have to 
come into the archives, so that saves everybody a little bit of time and effort. But yeah, my advice would 
be just to visit archives and get to understand them a bit better and see what goes on when you're there 
and that'll help you decide if that's a career for you. 

Katy Catchpole 

Thank you for that – I feel like I’ve learned a lot more about what an archivist actually does; I feel like I 
had a general idea, but you’ve illuminated me a little bit so thank you for talking with me. 

Jon Oldham  

My pleasure, thanks for joining us! 

Katy Catchpole 

I think that’s all the time we have today but thank you for listening and I will see you next week 
Wednesday at noon! 
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