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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hello everyone. Today’s topic is Reading the Past: Reading Historical Handwriting. My name is Kat Anderberg, and I am the Metadata Cataloger here at the Cataloging Maintenance Center. Today I’ll walk you through parts of a manuscript I recently transcribed and cataloged for New Lenox Public Library and share some tips that helped me along the way. At the end, I’ll share my list of resources. 





History of Methodism in New Lenox, 1899

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This document is titled “History of Methodism in New Lenox,” written in 1899 by Fred S. Haven, and is shared by the New Lenox Public Library. This document posed a number of challenges. There are ink spots on the paper and the ink didn’t flow smoothly from the pen, so the letters came out uneven. Some pages of the scan are more clear and sharp than others, and, the perennial speed bump of all historical manuscript transcription, there are letters that are written differently than we might expect. 




Manual Transcription
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Some notes on how I do manuscript transcription: I don’t have the physical manuscript with me, since I work with digitized materials, so I like to print out copies to work from instead of transcribing from the screen. I also prefer to transcribe manuscripts by hand, and then type up the transcription from my own notes, which are in my own handwriting and therefore easier for me to read and type up. If I try to type a transcription directly from the original manuscript, I tend to lose my place on the page due to the unfamiliar handwriting. Of course, this just comes down to personal preference. If you prefer typing your notes directly, by all means, do what works best for you. 




Skimming Through
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My first step when facing a manuscript like this is to skim through it, paying attention to any words that jump out. At this point I am not looking to read or decipher every word, but to familiarize myself with the style of handwriting. Here I’ve highlighted some words that stood out to me during this first skim through: the title itself, the date, “July, A. D. 1899,”  “community,” the personal names “Abraham Francis,” “Thomas Francis,” “John Casper,” and “William Gougar,” and the place name “Plainfiled, Illinois.” These personal names were familiar to me because of other documents I’ve worked with from the New Lenox Public Library, and they gave me a good starting point when deciphering certain letters. 




The First Pass
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Once I’ve finished this first skim through, I’ll start making my transcription. During this first transcription pass, I’ll leave underlined blank spots in my transcription for any words that I’m unsure of. Sometimes context will help me decipher these, and sometimes I’ll need to revisit these words after I’ve completed the rest of the transcription and am more familiar with the way the scribe writes certain letters. Here, you can see where I left blanks and question marks during my initial pass through, and those missing words and letters were filled in on subsequent passes through, as I became more accustomed to reading the scribe’s handwriting. 




Identifying mystery letters: lowercase “e”
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Presentation Notes
The lowercase letter “e” frequently tripped me up throughout this manuscript. In these examples, see how the letter is not formed with a small loop, as we might expect to see it today, but with two peaks. To my eye, this letter looks more like how I would write the lowercase “r” in script, but we can tell from the context of the surrounding letters that this letter makes much more sense as “e” than “r.” This is not an uncommon way of writing the letter “e” in the nineteenth century.




Non-leading “r”Leading “r”

Identifying mystery letters: lowercase “r”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Another letter that took me some time to identify was the leading lowercase “r,” shown here in comparison to the lowercase "r" in the middle of a word. A compounding factor was the use of the letter in the word “rods,” the usage of which I was unfamiliar with. Upon later research, I learned that a rod is a unit of measurement of sixteen and a half survey feet, which makes sense in the context here, “a few rods west.” 




Identifying mystery words
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This word took me a long time to decipher. The context didn’t help as much as it could have: “a few rods west of the (blank) between New Lenox and Frankfort.” I left this word untranscribed for several passes through the document, and it was one of the final words that I deciphered. I did know that the final letter was an “e,” as we’ve gone over previously, and for a long time I thought the first letter was a capital “A,” but I couldn’t figure out what the middle letter was. The likeliest possibilities were an “n” or a “u,” but neither of those made sense. After careful examination I came to the conclusion that what I thought was a capital “A” and adjacent ink spot was actually an “l” whose loop slightly intersected with the adjoining letter “i,” making this phrase read “a few rods west of the line,” which makes sense in context. 




Identifying mystery words
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Another word that gave me a lot of trouble was this word. The preceding words, “Rev. Beggs led the” didn’t help a lot. In modern vernacular, I wanted to interpret this word as “way,” but it would have to be gravely misspelled for that to be correct. The first two letters were almost certainly “v” and “a,” and from my familiarity with the writer’s handwriting, I knew the final letter was most likely “n.” However, “led the van” isn’t a very common phrase today, and since I hadn’t encountered it before I was certain that “van” couldn’t be the correct word. Some research later, and I was proven wrong! This usage of “van” refers to the forefront of a movement, or a group of people at the forefront of a movement. I found an example of this usage in a song by Edward Lysaght published in 1859, “The Man Who Led the Van of Irish Volunteers.” Again, this usage makes sense in context, and goes to show how a little research about historical use of certain words can make you more confident in transcription.




Identifying non-letter symbols
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There can also be non-letter symbols in manuscripts. Here is an example of an ampersand used on page six. This is the only ampersand in the document, and I was very fortunate that the context made its meaning clear. Ampersands can be written many different ways, and while this one is not the most unfamiliar one I’ve ever seen, it did throw me for a minute when I first encountered it. As I said, this ampersand occurs on page six of seven, and it is the only ampersand and non-letter symbol in the document, so I was not expecting to encounter it. 




Tracing words
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One other trick I find helpful is to trace over the letters of a word I’m unsure of. Here is the first instance of the name “Beggs.” By this point in the document, I’d familiarized myself with the writer’s lowercase “e,” but just to be sure of the spelling, I took my pen and drew over the letters on my printout, following the original pen strokes. This confirmed that the name was spelled “B-e-g-g-s.”




• Writing in multiple directions 
on one sheet of paper

• Tracing over the writing with 
a colored pen can make it 
easier to identify letters and 
words, especially when first 
starting out with this type of 
document

Cross Writing
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This trick of tracing over letters can also be helpful if you are fortunate enough to encounter a manuscript that has been “cross written.” Cross writing, sometimes also referred to as “cross hatching,” uses less paper, which could be helpful when paper was scarce or if you needed to save on postage, and it also could add privacy to a piece of correspondence, since it does take a little extra effort to read. Cross writing is when, upon reaching the end of the page, the writer turns the page ninety degrees and writes across the original writing. The first few times you encounter this, it can be helpful to take a colored pen and trace over the words in the direction you’re reading. I haven’t personally encountered this at the Cataloging Maintenance Center yet, but a previous Metadata Cataloger did process a collection of Register of Illinois Prison Records, which includes cross writing, an example of which is shown here.
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Here is the page again, this time with red pen traced over the writing in each direction, making the text easier to follow. If you encounter cross writing frequently enough you will likely be able to start reading it without tracing, but I find this a very helpful trick when starting out.




Resources

• History of Methodism in New Lenox: History of Methodism in New Lenox - New 
Lenox Public Library Digital Archive - Illinois Digital Archives (idaillinois.org)

• Illinois State Prison (Alton), Volume 3, page 2: Illinois State Prison (Alton), Volume 
3 - Register of Illinois Prison Records - Illinois Digital Archives (idaillinois.org)

• How to decipher unfamiliar handwriting: A short introduction to palaeography, 
Natural History Museum: NHM Palaeography Guide 2014 | NC Archives 
(ncdcr.gov)

• Tips for Reading Old Handwriting, Ancestry Support: Tips for Reading Old 
Handwriting (ancestry.com)

• How to read old handwriting, Judith Batchelor, Who Do You Think You Are? 
Magazine: How to read old handwriting | Who Do You Think You Are Magazine
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My sources for today include the History of Methodism in New Lenox; Illinois State Prison (Alton), Volume three, page two; How to decipher unfamiliar handwriting: A short introduction to palaeography, from the Natural History Museum; Tips for Reading Old Handwriting, from Ancestry Support; and How to Read Old Handwriting, by Judith Batchelor, from Who Do You Think You Are? Magazine.

http://www.idaillinois.org/digital/collection/p16614coll84/id/75/rec/1
http://www.idaillinois.org/digital/collection/p16614coll84/id/75/rec/1
http://www.idaillinois.org/digital/collection/p16614coll29/id/11264/rec/3
http://www.idaillinois.org/digital/collection/p16614coll29/id/11264/rec/3
https://archives.ncdcr.gov/nhm-palaeography-guide-2014
https://archives.ncdcr.gov/nhm-palaeography-guide-2014
https://support.ancestry.com/s/article/Tips-for-Reading-Old-Handwriting?language=en_US
https://support.ancestry.com/s/article/Tips-for-Reading-Old-Handwriting?language=en_US
https://www.whodoyouthinkyouaremagazine.com/feature/old-handwriting/
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On the call today are Dr. Pamela Thomas, Mary Cornell, Katie Roberts, Kat Anderberg, and Blake Walter.
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