
                          What of us will survive....?

In the July 2014 issue of MacFormat magazine there is a rather unsettling article. Are we, 
it asks, making a big mistake in entrusting all our most cherished documents, - 
photographs, financial statements, personal family papers and the like, - to various digital 
storage devices, -CDs, DVDs, computer hard discs, external hard drives and memory 
sticks.? What is the long-term viability, durability and reliability of such devices? We should 
not be lulled, it goes on to emphasise,  into a false sense of security that these devices 
offer us a permanent and indestructible solution to all our archiving needs.

The potential problem is twofold: firstly, CDs, DVDs, etc can suffer general wear and tear 
and can easily be damaged in everyday use, rendering them unplayable and the 
information on them thus inaccessible. (Those of us who foolishly swapped our vinyl 
musical discs for cassette tapes in the 1970s quickly discovered that after a few plays the 
sound quality of the tapes deteriorated rapidly, or the tape itself broke and became tangled 
up in the cassette player. The more recent technologies are no less vulnerable).  Secondly, 
will we still be able to access the information on these devices in, say, ten years or even 
three years time? So rapid is technological development that new methods of storage 
could be introduced, (think iCloud),  rendering our present devices obsolete. More 
importantly, the software which we currently use to access our digital storage could 
disappear. Our valuable photographs may be securely stored on a hard disc, but we may 
no longer have the means to view them. (Can anyone still access the floppy disc?) Indeed, 
the CD and the DVD, and, as important, the means of playing them could vanish in the 
very near future, as it becomes the norm to download music and film digitally direct to the 
hard drive on a computer, bypassing the need for a separate physical storage. Anticipating 
this Apple has already removed the CD/DVD player from its more recent laptops. iTunes 
rules, OK!

The HDAS also cannot escape from this dilemma. Gerrie Brown and I have over the past 
few months been compiling a digital archive of the many activities of the Society in the 
hope of providing a detailed record that may be consulted by future generations. Perforce 
we have to use the technology as it presently exists, and then hopefully adapt when 
inevitably technology itself changes. But we could, speaking for posterity, be skating on 
very thin ice leaving a legacy which is less accessible than, say,  the Dead Sea Scrolls. 
Indeed, once again the Romans have a smug and ironic little lesson for us all in the matter 
of  longterm record keeping, - the Vindolanda letters. Need I say more except perhaps to 
suggest to Staples that they introduce a nice little line in wax writing tablets. I have seen 
the  past and it works!

David Cockman HDAS June 2014


