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Preserving the past
for future generations

New Dundee WI takes on huge task of digitizing history books

Doue Coxson
Independent staff ;

Any effort designed to reach future genera-
tions and inspire those generations to value
and preserve the past will have to accommo-
date the dramatic shift away from traditional
forms of print media

Knowing this, the New Dundee Women's
Institute is in the process of creating a legacy
gift to the community by transferring the
group’s Tweedsmuir history books to digital
print and photographs for display on a publi-
cally-accessible website.

WI members, led by Tweedsmuir curator
Marilyn Sararas, began to research the cost,
financing options and ways they could go
about preserving the Tweedsmuirs in a digitized
form before marking the group's 100th anniver-
sary in 2007. The New Dundee WI set a budget
of $23,000 to complete the project and con-
tributed $10,000 at the outset.

Before now, the Tweedsmuir histories were
rarely seen by members of the public.

“There was access to the Tweedsmuirs but it
was fairly limited,” Sararas says. "We stored
them in people’s homes. Some were quite frag-
ile and old and we had concerns about how
they were handled.”

“I've had these books stored in my closet for
five years and really saw the value of making
them publically accessible.”

Creating digital versions of the Tweedsmuirs

changes everything.

To get the process off the ground, the W1
partnered with the Township of Wilmot and
Qur Ontario — a division of Knowledge
Ontario, a government organization that pro-
vides free assistance to Heritage Organizations
attempting to get historical content online.

The group purchased a large-format scanner
to accommodate the large-scrapbook size
pages in each of the volumes. Then they began
looking for a project manager to take on the
extensive task of scanning close to 30 books
filled with news clippings, hand-written
accounts, documents and photographs detail-
ing the history of the area.

Heritage Wilmot contributed $3,000 to the
project on behalf of the Township of Wilmot.

“The partnership has been the key to getting
this off the ground,” Sararas says. “This has just
been a really fantastic example of teamwork.”

By partnering with the township, the group
was also granted free use of the Ralph Shantz
Resource Room, including unlimited access to
the archives, a computer, fax machine and
phone. Once the project is complete the W1 is
donating the large-format scanner to the town-
ship in gratitude.

Castle Kilbride curator Tracy Loch is looking
forward to the day when township residents
can drop by and access the Tweedsmuir docu-
ments and everything else the Sir Adam Beck
Archives has to offer. “It's going to be great

Continued on page 19

Mew Dundee Women's Institute Tweedsmuir curator Marilyn Sararas and digitization project manag-
er Corey Everett stand with Everett's tools of the trade, a large-format scanner and a laptop comput-
er. She is using them to create digital files of all of the local Tweedsmuir history books.
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here,” she says, referring to the shelf of books
and the newly-acquired microfilm collection
of New Hamburg Independents. "We are
slowly, but surely building a great room
there,”

Sararas says it's their hope the scanner
will be used to help the township move for-
ward with its goal of digitizing the contents
of the Sir Adam Beck Archives and future
Tweedsmuir history books.

Tweedsmuir histories from New Ham-
burg and Haysville
have been
included in the
project, but those
volumes repre-
sent just a frac-
tion of what will
soon be available
online to anyone
with a computer
and access to the
internet.

New Dundee’s
Tweedsmuir col-
lection  alone
comprises more
than 21 bound
volumes, Sararas
attributes the vast
collection to a
group of key
players on the WI
who have a great
interest in local
history and were
simply committed
to the rask of documenting it over the years.

When Castle Kilbride curator Tracy Loch
heard about the WI's plans, she immediately
knew the best person to help them achieve
their ambitious project.

Former curatorial co-op student at the
Castle, Corey Everelt graduated from West-
ern Ontario with a Masters Degree in Public
History, with a specialization in digital histo-

With a degree in public history, Everett
says she has the knowledge to inform groups
like the WIT on how to improve public com-
munication about heritage efforts and help
“unbutton the history button.”

Surrounded by local history since Octo-
ber, Everett has been scanning each page
individually and using an optical character
recognition program to digitize the text.
Using the program Photoshop Elements, she
enhances each image before saving it.

“I feel like I'm from here because | read
about everybody's stories,” says the Cam-
bridge resident, excited to be working on a
project directly related to her degree.

In the end, the digitized collection will be
kept in a variety of formats including dvds
and microfilm with a life expectancy of up to

500 vears. All of the information will ulti-
mately be uploaded to a website hosted by
Our Ontario.

OurOntario.ca boasts a state-of-the-art
discovery portal that allows people to search
across hundreds of sites in seconds, making
it easy to find audio, video, text, government
documents, images and collections about
Ontario, or from an Ontario organization like
the New Dundee WI.

Before the government project was initi-
ated a few years ago, a project like the Wi's
would have cost

thousands. With
the help of Our
Ontario, the group
has cut their costs
in half.

Our Ontario is
also using the WI
project to boost
their technology
and should allow
the group to
upload full-book
scans once they're
ready, Everett says.

Ultimately
Everett will develop
educational pro-
gramming Lo
match what's on
the website and
enhance the histo-
ry curriculum in
local schools. One
possibility for the
project includes
developing “smart boards” — interactive,
touch-screen displays that combine text and
images to engage classrooms in a variety of

activities,

“This ties into the Grade 1 and 2 curricu-
lum very well,” says Sararas, a former
teacher. “That's a main focus for us."

In high school, the view the Tweedsmuirs
give of the changing local economy could
easily be incorporated into the curriculum,

The huge project is still looking for com-
munity support to help finance the full cost,
something Sararas says hasn't been an
obstacle so far.

“There really seems to be a lot of excite-
ment and public support.”

Individuals wishing to receive tax receipts
for donations of $20 or more can make their
cheques payable to the NEW DUNDEE
COMMUNITY TRUST FUND -
TWEEDSMUIR PROJECT.

For more information contact president
Jpanne Rush, 519-696-2844, treasurer Janet
Passmore, 519-632-8969, Tweedsmuir com-
mittee-chair Marilyn Sararus, 519-696-3061,
Judy Rivers 519-696-3081, or Trudy Huggins
519-742-6240.
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