
“Each Row is a Person”

CNI Fall Meeting 2024

Preserving History and Humanity in Archival Data



Sonya Coleman
Digital Engagement  Coordinator

sonya.coleman@lva.virginia.gov

Lydia Neuroth
Project Manager, Virginia Untold

lydia.neuroth@lva.virginia.gov



Introduction 
to Virginia 
Untold

Library of Virginia's project to digitize documents related to 
enslaved and free Black Virginians in our collections

Thorough indexing a part of pre-digitization

Indexing spreadsheets made available on the project 
website, then Virginia Open Data Portal

Metadata including names and localities accompany 
digital images in Rosetta repository

Crowdsourced transcriptions through Making History 
program add another layer of searchability





"Free Negro 
Registers"

Began as Virginia Untold project 
manager in 2021

First project to digitize 39 "Free 
Negro Registers" in LVA's 
collections

Incredible data on free people of 
color including: skin complexion, 
age, place of birth, 
former enslaver, etc.



Chesterfield County, "Free Negro Register", 1830-1853



Amelia County, "Free Negro 
Register", 1835-1855

Roanoke County, 
"Free Negro Register",
1838-1865







• Data, if present, might be transformed
• Indexing requires many more 

judgement calls, which makes 
volunteers very uncomfortable
• Additional training and 

empowering volunteers to make 
educated guesses

Initial
Responses to 
Indexing:



VaUntold Goals:
• Context + Humanization
• Empathy for People in the Past
• Specificity of Stories

Indexing:
• Abstraction
• "Zoomed Out" History
• Stories become Data



TRANSCRIBE-
A-THONS

• Historical context for why these documents exist
• Understanding the different people and perspectives 

represented – what were their motivations? whose voice 
is missing?

• Active Q &A



STORYTELLING

• During transcribe-a-thons
• Ongoing on the Library's blog - 
Uncommonwealth.virginiamemory.com

DISCUSSION

• Practice "Reading Against the Grain"
• Imagine other research uses and applications
• Give volunteers space to express emotional reactions 
to the Virginia Untold collection



Envisioning Ancestors 
with AI



Jane Gentry
Johnson

“AI provides a more personal human dimension to a long-lost ancestor. 
Genealogy is more than just data; it’s telling a story, working towards a 
concept of a 3-D human being. AI creates that 3-D concept in your mind. 
It’s a more holistic picture, and a sense of being and belonging.” 

– Viola Baskerville, workshop participant 



Collection Landing 
Page

YouTube Tutorials LibGuide

ONLINE RESOURCES





Questions to Ponder

• Where does our role (as information professionals) of interpretation or 

humanization end?

• How can we empower users to engage in this work? What support can 

we give them, in addition to access?

• What is the value of exercises like Envisioning Ancestors? Can AI be 

used to humanize records, or is that inherently contradictory? 

• What are the strengths or weaknesses of AI in archival work?



Contact Information
• Lydia Neuroth - Project Manager, Virginia Untold

lydia.neuroth@lva.virginia.gov  

• Sonya Coleman - Digital Engagement Coordinator  
sonya.coleman@lva.virginia.gov
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