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Q: Who is Frances Willard, and what is the significance of her journal? 
Frances E. Willard (1839-1898) earned an international reputation as a social reformer, most notably for 
her leadership of the Woman's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), the largest and most powerful 
woman's organization of its time.  As president (1879-1898), Willard built the WCTU into a force for 
reforms that included woman suffrage, social justice, and world peace. Her speeches and writings 
inspired and empowered women everywhere.  
 
Willard’s journals illuminate the life and thought of one of the most important American women of the 
nineteenth century. She kept a journal from the age of 16 to 31, and then from age 54 to 57, filling 50 
volumes, and documenting the development of a thoughtful young girl into a leader of women.  
 
The early diaries describe Willard’s girlhood on a farm in Janesville, Wisconsin; they follow her as she 
moves to Evanston and finds life-long friends and mentors. Her experiences--the Civil War, her sister’s 
and father’s deaths, teaching school, and touring Europe and the Holy Lands--are representative of a 
Midwestern woman of her time, but also unique in the context of Willard’s development into a committed 
reformer and leader. The later journals record Willard’s thoughts as she deals with her mother’s death, 
the exhausting work of managing a world-wide organization, and the decline of her own health. 
 
The original journal volumes are held by the Frances Willard Memorial Library and Archives in Evanston; 
the volumes (ranging from pocket- to ledger-size, some in pen, some in pencil) are fragile, and Willard’s 
handwriting is very difficult to decipher.    
 
Q: You have an interesting graphic table on your poster, detailing "The Lives of the Journals." 
Can you discuss this table and what it represents? 
When I contemplated a proposal for this conference, the first title that popped into my head was “Grave to 
Cradle”—showing how new technology can bring a hidden collection back to life. Once I was stuck with 
the title, I thought a timeline would be the best way to depict the journal’s revivification from a moribund 
state (considered lost or destroyed, in fact) to its rediscovery and transcription (but published only as 
excerpts), to the technological advance of microfilm, to 2013, the point when today’s technology could 
give it a full new life as a widely available, searchable application.  
 
The timeline also suited the layout of the poster—providing a middle column that broke up the blocks of 
text and images in the left and right columns.  
 
Q: What were the crucial components that enabled this project to be funded and digitized? 
This project was chosen for the Willard Archives’ first attempt at a grant proposal because it met the 
requirements of the grant, had high research value, and was appropriate to the circumstances (and 
challenges) of the repository.   
 
While the Willard Archives has many needs and many possible projects, this one seemed most 
appropriate in terms of:  
o Feasibility: The Willard Archives’ greatest challenge (aside from lack of funding) is that it is a 

volunteer organization, which limits the amount of time that can be devoted to a project. The relatively 
modest size of the document (2400 pages of photocopies of typed transcriptions) made it possible to 
match the cost of the digitization (grant funds) with volunteer time. 

o Reuse of existing material: Historian Carolyn DeSwarte Gifford transcribed the entire journal in the 
1980s, but could include less than 10% of the material in her excerpted edition (Writing Out My Heart, 
University of Illinois Press, 1995). This project would provide access to the whole transcription. 

o Research value: With Gifford’s publication of excerpts from the journals, Willard scholars were aware 
that the journal and the transcription existed, and some had traveled to Evanston to use the 
transcription. Interest in Willard and the WCTU has increased in recent years, so that this online, 
searchable resource would benefit seasoned scholars and new, younger audiences. Further, the 
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project would contribute to a body of existing related resources, accessible in print, microfilm, or 
online. In addition to the excerpted journal, other related print, microfilm, and online resources include 
the microfilmed Temperance and Prohibition papers (1977), Series III (Woman’s Christian 
Temperance Union Records, including Willard’s Papers) and Series XXI (Union Signal newspaper), 
as well as the comparatively recent availability of digitized speeches and books by Willard through the 
Internet Archive and/or GoogleBooks, the Library of Congress, and Northern Illinois University’s 
“Illinois During the Gilded Age” digitization project.  

o Sustainability: The project website would be maintained by the Willard Archives, and the site could  
gradually be enhanced with additional features as time and funds permitted.   

 
Q: Can you describe your partnerships, funding, and production workflow? 
We were fortunate to have our grant proposal accepted by the Illinois State Historical Records Advisory 
Board. Thanks to NHPRC funding, ISHRAB offers small (under $5000) matching grants to organizations 
with programmatic and financial needs relating to collections with an Illinois focus. Our proposal 
requested $4500 in grant funds for the technological aspects of the project (digitization, database 
development). Technology was supplied by our partner in the project, HistoryIT, which specializes in 
applications for historical, archival, and museum collections. We matched the funds with volunteer time 
spent for proofreading the digitized transcriptions and for project management. A small cash contribution, 
to cover the annual server fee, was made by the Frances Willard Historical Association (which manages 
the Willard House Museum and the Willard Archives on behalf of the WCTU). 
 
The workflow comprised five stages (some concurrent):  

o preparation;  
o scanning/OCR the transcription; 
o proofreading the digitized transcription to correct OCR errors;  
o digital development: 

§ construction of a database,  
§ application of metadata and building interfaces for users and administrators;  
§ providing access to the public through a link on the FWHA website;  

o publicity for the finished project. 
 

Q: What kinds of benefits do digital tools provide readers of Frances Willard's digitized journals? 
Because Willard’s journals were unavailable to earlier scholars of Willard and the WCTU, they are a 
uniquely untapped resource. The digitized transcriptions, freely full-text searchable on the Willard 
Archives’ website, will offer convenient access to Willard’s journals by scholars of women’s history, 
education, social reform, rhetoric, and the American progressive era, as well as to younger researchers 
learning to use primary sources.  
 
For ease of use, the fifty volumes have been divided into four sections by time period--Early Life, 
Evanston Years, Travel Journals, and WCTU/Later Life. Each of the four sections starts with a very brief 
overview of Willard’s life during that period (summaries of the events covered in each individual journal—
based on the transcriber’s original notes--will be added later). Search and browse functions include 
browsing by journal, searching all journals by key-word (full text) or by date; eventually, subject searching 
will be added. Enhancements planned for the future, include linking to the original handwritten journals 
(digitized from microfilm or newly scanned), a timeline of Willard’s life, and a full bibliography, will make 
this resource even more useful to researchers. 
 
Q: What was it like to create your first poster and participate in a poster session? 
I felt it was important to bring our project to the attention of the ADE, particularly since some members 
already knew about the transcription itself. My first thought was a paper (the conference participation 
mode I’m familiar with), but the poster option offered in the CFP seemed a more appropriate way to 
present a project that was descriptive (consisting of steps and visuals) rather than theoretical or 
comparative. And since posters have become a common format for conference presentations in the 
humanities (and the archival community—my field), I was glad to have a chance to try out this new 
medium.  
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Still, I was nervous about creating my first poster. I benefited greatly from the examples and links sent by 
the ADE Program Committee—especially the site that recommended using a Power-Point slide as the 
template. I also consulted as many undergrad and grad students with poster-presentation experience as I 
could buttonhole. Ultimately, it was surprisingly easy to plan and position the elements, and the poster 
printed out perfectly on my (day job) institution’s plotter-printer.  
 
For the actual presentation, I combined advice from the online sources with my long-ago experience 
working trade shows. However, although I can confidently speak to people on the fly, I think that in this 
case I tended to explain too much before letting the attendees read and absorb the poster. Lesson 
learned. 
 
Overall the poster session was a very positive experience, especially because it was interactive in a way 
that a paper presentation could not match. 
 
Q: What kinds of responses did you get from attendees? 
The people I talked to had a variety of responses--some were interested in the project as a model, some 
in the content, some in the choices we made.  
 
I spoke with attendees who were interested in the WCTU and temperance movement; others wanted to 
know about the proofreading portal and its applicability to their own projects. Faculty members expressed 
interest in using the database in class or referring students to it. A number of attendees knew Carolyn 
Gifford, who originally transcribed the journals, and were pleased to see her work perpetuated. Because 
we could have an internet-accessible computer at hand (a great boon!), attendees could try out the public 
portal (homepage, search/results, and browse features) and the proof-reading/admin portal, and three or 
four attendees asked to search for specific names in the database. 
 
Q: Did you receive any useful advice during the session? 
Yes, I had a number of helpful conversations with attendees who offered advice on publicizing the 
completed project, recommended other repositories that might want to collaborate on future projects, or 
suggested future enhancements (e.g., implementing XML for data-mining). In addition, the considered 
responses and interest shown in the project served as encouraging validation of our methods and 
presaged the success of the finished product. 
 
Q: Back to the project itself: What are/were the biggest challenges, and/or lessons learned? 
Our one-year grant (July-June, 2012-13) began well. HistoryIT scanned and OCR’d the transcribed  
pages, completed the proofreading portal, and began the digital development phase, which was to 
proceed while the proofreading volunteers were working to correct OCR errors.  
 
However, it took the volunteer project manager (me) longer than expected to develop a training manual 
and to engage and train volunteer proofreaders. The time allocated per page (6 minutes) turned out to be 
insufficient—in actual practice, it takes an average of ten minutes per page (ADE members can 
sympathize with my underestimating the amount of correction needed for OCR even when the original 
was a clean word-processed document). The 240 hours allotted in the proposal for proofreading will 
ultimately be 400 hours. In addition, proofreaders came and went, and I am doing more of the 
proofreading than I expected (or have time for). The project has taken months longer than anticipated. 
Fortunately we were able to get a working version of the database/website ready for ADE, with fully 
functioning search capabilities engineered to search only the completely proofed pages.  

 
Lesson learned: Be brutally realistic about the limitations of a volunteer work-force—especially when the 
project manager is one of the volunteers.  
 
Q: What is the projected launch date? 
We hope to have it done by late fall, 2013. As soon as it is ready, announcements and press releases will 
go out to the appropriate academic and professional listservs (including SEDIT), organizations, and other 
interested audiences. In addition, the technology consultant included Search Engine Optimization to 
make the journal project easy to find in a web search. 
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Q: What is next for the Willard Archives? 
As mentioned earlier, more features and functions will be added to the digitized journal transcription, 
including subject searching (allowing for the retrieval of results based on a topic or synonym rather than a 
strict word match), linking to the original journal pages, and more collateral resources.  
 
We hope that the success of the journals project will serve as a steppingstone for future grants to provide 
access to the Archives’ holdings. One large and important future project is the digitization of the indexes 
to the WCTU’s Union Signal newspaper. Although the Union Signal is available on microfilm, the indexes 
(six linear feet, in a variety of formats) exist only in the Willard Archives. If this project comes to pass, the 
ADE will be the first to hear about it. 
 
 
 
 


