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APPENDIX B: THE ROYAL AIR FORCE MUSEUM’S STATEMENT OF PURPOSE FOR THE HANDLING COLLECTION

Introduction
1. The Handling Collection is assembled and used by the Access and Learning Development Department (ALD Department) to pursue the mission of the Royal Air Force Museum in its specific aim to educate and inform visitors about the history and traditions of the Royal Air Force.  
2. The items in the collection are not accessioned as part of the permanent Collection of the Museum, but remain as a separate collection of items deliberately assembled for close-up visual and tactile examination by our visitors, so that a greater understanding and appreciation of the recent past might be gained.  Although the Handling Collection artefacts do not necessitate the same levels of administration as the permanent Collection, it is important that opportunities to use the items are always supervised by trained members of staff from the ALD Department, or other staff trained and approved by them.  This will ensure that standards of careful and considerate handling will be practiced, prolonging the useful lifespan of these objects, so that future visitors may enjoy them in years to come.
Nature of the Collection
3. The Collection consists of historical artefacts whose significance or references relate to the story of the RAF and its predecessors, and also of the aerial operations of its enemies.  It aims to draw attention to the human dimension of the story by inclusion of items of uniform, aircraft hardware, personal equipment, reproductions of contemporary photos and maps, flying clothing and a few original examples of personal documents.  These items, many of which are not so prevalent in gallery displays, are assembled to illustrate aspects of aerial warfare that affect both crews on operations, the work of air stations and the effects of aerial campaigns on civilian populations.  For this reason, many British Home Front items are a feature.  These tie-in to the theme of the German bombing of the UK in WWII in the National Curriculum Key Stage 2 topic ‘Britain since 1930’, and the Edexcel GCSE topic ‘The World at War’: themes studied by many formal educational groups visiting our Museum. 

4. Strengths of the Handling Collection at the two sites include a large selection of service uniforms; these range in date from early wartime examples circa 1939, to the present day.  Another strength is a good selection of flying clothing from First World War leather Flying Jackets, via Second World War Sidcot suits, leather flying helmets and Irvin Jackets, to recent and current flying suits and helmets.  Particularly interesting and useful are scarce examples – although already represented in the permanent Collection – of women’s uniform of the WAAF and also peaked and Field Service caps, flying boots, evasion aids etc.
5. At the London branch, the Handling Collection is stored on site and is used for formal educational programmes and informal but advertised opportunities for visiting public to have access to items.  These are administered by members of staff from the ALD Department, or other Museum staff appointed by this Department who are experienced in working with the public and also with historic objects.

6. At the Cosford branch, the Handling Collection is also stored on site, and is principally used to complement the formal school programme ‘Evacuee Experience’ where use of, primarily WWII, objects illustrates the themes of that era to Key Stages 2 and 3 formal learners.  The same Collection is also used as a separate pre-booked programme for visually impaired visitors and others with special needs.  Administration arrangements are similar to those at London.
Entry of items to the Collection
7. Staff of the ALD Department pursue an active collecting policy for the Handling Collection.  There are three main sources for collecting items, as follows:

a) Items from the permanent Collection of the Museum that have been officially disposed of, see the RAF Museum’s Acquisitions and Disposals Policy (RAFM/DCM/2/6/3/1); 
b) Items offered to the Museum but not suitable for the permanent Collection.  Although it is not the policy of the ALD Department simply to act as a repository for items surplus to the requirements of the RAF Museum permanent Collection, it is normal for most items to be considered on their useful educational merits.  Where objects donated to the Museum are to enter the Handling Collection, this is agreed with the donor in writing.

c) Items that are donated direct to ALD Department, by donors who specifically request that their objects be used for educational purposes.  As the Handling Collection does not collect in competition with the Museum’s permanent Collection, it is normal for ALD staff to state to the donor that the items will be referred to the appropriate curatorial departments, to enable a check to see if they will fill a gap in the permanent Collection.
d) Very occasionally, members of ALD staff will see items on commercial sale that would be useful for the Handling Collection, typically where a specific object type is required.  If these are reasonably priced, they are purchased where funds allow and where it is agreed that the object is not required for the permanent Collection.
8. On entry to the Handling Collection, items are recorded and classified to a level similar to that of the Inventory record as applied to the permanent Collection of the Museum.  All objects will be marked with a very basic number (not letters) which fit into a pre-existing sequence, and the item will join similar objects in storage.  External donations will be accompanied by completed Entry and Transfer of Title Forms.
9. Due to the level of use of the Handling Collection and its value as a Museum resource, the collection will be stock-checked every quarter to ensure that any damage or loss is detected and reported. A full inventory of the collection will be printed and the objects checked off by ALD staff; any damaged or missing objects will be reported to the Head of Department for investigation with full records of the process stored in departmental files.
Donations to the Collection

10. As the Handling Collection is a popular educational resource which is intensively used, the current stock of objects will eventually have to be retired to a lesser role (e.g. visual inspection only), and replaced by further similar examples.  Currently, the stock of useful items is neither extensive nor very representative for the themes and periods we present.  The Handling Collection would certainly benefit from being more truly representative of peoples experiences, trades and roles that we wish to illustrate to visitors.  Therefore, we warmly welcome all offers of donation of items for the Handling Collection from all parties.

11. Although an offer of an item is no guarantee of acceptance into the Handling Collection, all items will be considered on their merits: (interest to our visitors, usefulness in formal programmes, and their physical condition), it is likely that in many cases they will prove useful to the work of the ALD Department.  Potential donations will be examined before acceptance by a member of the ALD staff, and where appropriate, other expert Museum colleagues may be called upon to check items and offer opinions on aspects of historical value, safety, condition and worthiness of inclusion into the collection.

12. Items that are offered as donations that are not originals but quality reproductions, are also worthy for consideration by ALD staff and where it is deemed that good use can be made of these and issues of storage are not a problem, the items can be accepted.  As for donations of original material, RAF Museum Entry and Transfer of Title forms will be used.
Storage
13. The Handling Collection is stored separately to the permanent Collections at London and Cosford. All material is carefully packaged and stored in a stable environment to preserve the material as much as possible.  In the long-term, purpose-built storage will be provided at the London site within the ALD Department to allow easier access for staff and more space for a growing collection. 
Use of the Collection
14. Whilst the Handling Collection is a public resource, it is not a large collection.  Therefore in most cases, the Museum’s regular commitment to serve visiting formal learners with Handling Collection programmes means that the objects will necessarily remain on-site for the majority of their useful life.  Furthermore, the purpose of ALD programmes carried out on-site is to attract interested parties to visit the Museum.  Use of the collection in a suitable setting and led by Museum staff with subject knowledge, proves a sustained popular attraction for these groups.  This largely justifies current usage of the collection, but sometimes the collection can be used effectively off-site.  The Museum occasionally takes a selection of objects to other locations, again to generate interest and promote visits to the Museum.  On these occasions people are dressed in uniform or have objects demonstrated to them, always via the supervision of trained and responsible members of staff.  At present the collection is small, but if in future it were to grow significantly, it may be possible to arrange the loan-out of selections of items for use with groups, accompanied by similar administration and useful notes outlining careful handling techniques and providing contextual information.
15. There have also been incidences where Royal Air Force stations and other military units have requested the use of Handling Collection objects.  In general, the use of items for ‘fancy-dress’ is not approved, as there is no guarantee or witness to the safe handling and use of the items.  However, permission may be given for items to be loaned for static display at such events.  This is done with the issue of a Museum Loan-Out Form, recording the relevant contact details, the charging of a deposit to enable repair of the items in the unhappy event of damage, and a full inventory / list of all items loaned copied to both parties.  On re-entry of the items to the Museum, an Entry Form is completed by both parties.  Loans are made to responsible persons, where assurances of safe handling are given, accompanied by the paperwork described.  It is unlikely that permission would be given for the loan of Handling Collection items for carnivals, parades and theatrical performances, as there can be no assurance of safe handling and use of the items and excessive wear and damage could result.
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