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The SouthamptoRroject

A story of the first early courthouse in Amerita,haveits recorddligitized, put ortline and indexed by
every man, woman and child@he early recordq1749885)f this courthouse in Sowtmpton County,
Virginia under the approval and support of circuit court clerk, Richard Frameie digitized in a 3 week
period in early 2009 by the Brantley Association of America. Within a, yearindexing ofthe nearly
one million nameswvas nearing completon by volunteers across the U.SThe story discusses the
approach made taccomplish the projecthe many things learnedndthetools developedo help others
who may want to venture into such projects. It also lays out the developmentrfi@ shmera system
platformwhich allowed one man to digitize this entire court house collection.



| am my firstexhibit to my ownclaim thatyou don't have to be smart to do some phenomenal things
with digital imaging. | personally digitized7®00 pags of court documents from the Southampton
County Virginiacourthousen a 3 week period in early 2009. This is true, despite the fact that | had no
knowledge of photography or digital imaging other than that gained ifetheveeks preceding the
project. While I did make a lot of silly mistakesye walked away with a fantastic collection of an
early American courthouse and | learned how to do it better and even quicker on my next project.

| want first to explain the background to and the developmemtyainsophisticated system of

digitizing records, particularly from the early county courthouses and then, the posting and indexing of
the records. My main goal here is to awakesearchers and genealogy enthusiast to the potential of
this approach to geng records assessable to all of us and by the creation of indexes that will serve to
benefit all concerned.

Let me give you a little history which led me to what we call the "Southampton Projd&bH}. We

will first go back several years, for the lastsix or sevenyears had been the director of the local

Family History Center near my homeRowder SpringsGeorgia | noted that while we had a $12,000
digital imaging machinga couple of patrons would bring their digital camera and ingieasing this
machine they would take a photo of the microfilm image they were wanting to researclelabogate
machine waspecificallydesigned to do this. How was it that they could gefomdan imageand be

done and so quickly We all observethe machinenake all kind of gyrationsu-n-n-n-n  uaa-aaa
u-n-n-n-n and after about a minytéwould complete the download of the image to our computer.

Even then, it still was not oveaaisthe patronwhenthrough and was ready to leave, wotlldn put in a
media piece, DVD or jump drive, and proceed to download the image filesttodttument. This

took some time toand the patrofurtherhad to download iagainto their home computeY.et, the

patrons with theameragook the image imess than a secondith no flashand did not have to

download to anything until they got home to their computer. At the time, there was a little downside.
Back then you had to have one of the latest high megapixels and expensive cameras to get a good
image and of course unless you could get the camera directly over the image, there was a noticeable
distortion, but the image was very readable. |, with another volunteer at the center, began to discuss
the potential of the digital camera with regard to sriagaging, not necessarily for just microfilm, but
court booksand other vital documentsAs you know, the technology took off on the cameras and in a
few years you could buy a camera that would take a remarkable image for $200. Today, they have
developd very sophisticated armqbwerful, even point and shocameraswith all sorts of features and
capabilities. A 10 megapixels or 12 megapixel camera is quite common nail tell you that while
there are advantages to a higher megapixel camera, agpeftih regard to mass imaging, a 4
megapixel camera can take a splendid image of a document. Asaydunow, it not only gives you a
remarkably good image, it doesNOW. Once downloaded, it can be sent to-biutktwo and

observed by other interest parties, and in a flash.

This original thougt that is, that there is a great potential with a simple digital camera, began to grow.

| became convinced that with a little creative development of some equipment to hold the cameras over
a book, onewith the help of a second person, could take images as fast as one coiitdpages |

had in mind a simple design to make this happen when | traveled in the spring of 2008 to southern
Virginia to do research and to approach Isle of Wight and/or SoieanCounty officials about

volunteering to digitize therecords. There is another stdrgre, but for now we will just say that |

was rejected in Isle of Wight, but was warmggeivedn Solampton County, by the new Circuit Court

clerk, Rick FrancisAfter | explain myintentions tandex the recordgurnishing copies to the County,

Rick was impressed andanted to see this happenmasch as did sowe began correspondence

working toward that end



In the meantimereturning homel began to put inmotion my plango erect a system that would allow

me to get two cameras stabilized over a book. Having bought a heavy duty tripod at a garage sale
($12) earlier, | finally began construction by attaching extensions made from 1/2 inch water pipes in
sucha way that | could stand the tripod behind a table and have these extensions hold the camera over
the book on the table. Since the extensions were so long the "arm" or "leverage" they created, required
a support set of moveable braces to stabilize theeras. | ordered three cameras. One wasaadby

in case of failure oéither of the others

First tripod setup with extensions created framinch waterpipes.

There are very few point and shoot cameras which have remote shutter control, but | had elected the
Olympus SP 570 which did, in factave remote shutter control capabilifynere werether reasons

why | selected threecamera. The remote shutters were necessary to assure no movement of the
camera when the images were being shot. So now | found the reamdlieg, for $7.50 each anat

that point thought | was ready to go. | was waiting on Rick, to say come on up.

First tripod: Notetwo remote shutters



| had planned on other volunteers going with me, one to turn the pages of the book as | took the
images. The cost just for expenses to accomraataither person to help me was an issue, let alone
finding someone who could donate 5 to 6 weeks to work at the courthouse with me. | determined that |
needed to find a way to trigger the remotes myself with a dual remote control. | searched high and lo
to find one. | learned thabasically there was no such thing with either point & shoot or even the
conventional SLR camera¥Vhile | wassure somewhere there was one for some special commercial
cameras, but if sahe setvould surely be cost prohtive.

Two remote controls for the Olympus Sp 570

| got in mind what | needed to construct. | went to Home Depot, Lowes, and some other hardware
stores, looking for something | could use to make the dual remotes work with one movement
simultaneously. | would need a hinge on two pieces oflragt@nged in such a way that the remotes
would set side by sidbetween théningesand be triggered with a sturdy, but padded bar when
compressed together. | would need a spring to hold thendopgawhen not in usel realizal that

there were othdssues with regard to the little device, | had not thought about. | spent a Saturday
walking through these stores looking for materials and ideas. Finally, | gave up for the time. | was
tired and | had seen nothing that seemed practical. | decideopttoylthe FHC to see if the

volunteers there were staying over as they did some time. | found the library empty, but as | walked in
the door, | saw, sitting all alone on the desk, a two hole paper puNeili; it seemed to say, what

about me?Jimmineecricketd | picked it up and in a flash | knew | had found the answer. The remotes
would fit right in between the base and the flanged handle; the springs were there; the right size; no
construction required. |took it home and in one hour | had aifumeg dual remote shutter control.



My new dual remote shutter contrehade from a two hole paper punch

| then installed the dual remote shutter under the table | was using in such a way that | could activate
the shutters by pressing the control with my hand or by bumping the flange witheme kn

New dual remote shutter contnmlounted under the table and activated |
a knee bump. wvould work56,006- times without a hitch



So now Ifelt | was ready to go and was getting a little impatient with SoH because | was not getting a
confirmed green light or a proposed date to go there. | continued to practice with my cameras and |
then learned ofretherproblem. As long as | stood upcould see when the shutters activated, but |
could not stand all day and if | was to ever sit down, | needed a way to observe the chspdag's

and shutter activation lightsSince both cameras would trigger sitaneously, | could not tell by

sound if both activated upon compressiomgfnew dual remote shutter contrdihe answer to this
problemcould bethe installation of two mirrors, one over each camera. So | attached two mirrors is
such a way that | codladjust them and see from any angle the display and shutter activation lights.

With these mirrors in place | could see what was happening with the shutters at all times.

Now, | wasready and no sooner than | tinally had the system down and the absolute need tor other
participants off the table, |1 got my green lightwent to SoH arriving on Fel0th. With-in 3 weeks |

had personally digitized over 56,000 images and some 57,000 pages of courthouse bosktptues
help of bcal Historical Society member, Bruce Saunget® helped me byocatingand tracking the
books. Because theutlay of funds for other participanigs unnecessarydid not use but about
$1800 of the $5,000 dollaedlocated by the county for the project.

Southampton County, Virginia
Courthouse

Courtland, Virginia

Courtland; here | come!



The actual on site seip, inthe Southampton Countyirginia courthouse, in Courtland.
Note: At the time there were no remotes for the cameithscablesmore than 4Gnches thusa minor obstruction

After Southampton

After | returned from SoH, begin to paginate the books. | saw that | had naaldéof mistakes

There were times | had paused and erroneously thinking | had alreadyhtalahots of the page pair

went to the next pagesmitting them There were a few occasiowberel failed to observe thaine

of the remotes did not activate because | did not press the control hard enough, then there were shots
where the light to one camera was less than the other, the shutter therefore working slower caught my
hand noving across the pade turnit. These would cost me retakes of pages and the time it took to
individually number them and insert them in the original direct@rysit to SoH is planned to accomplish retakes
required by a varietpfreasons) A few months later, | did ather courthouse (post Sherman) and did better.
Anotherproblemwas that with théong extensionsand the created leverage at the camera monints

was easy for my cameras to move and on occasion they Wdriftd to the point that part of the page

was mssed. | decided to think about somaahine work that would give n{&) a more stable set of
extensions, (2) take us less floor space and (3) be ligitkrto carry. | approached Greg Richardson

a local machine shop owner. Greg became so impresteavhvat we were doing that he insisted of

doing the machine work free. Irjifi, he made some modifications to my original designed and

bingo, we had a more staple, more versatild lightercamera mount and extensions. It worked

perfectly.



The current'free han@’ camera set up
Note: Recent marketed retas were now available with 10 foetables no obstruction

The current free haretamera set up (frdh



