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LETTERS ACROSS THE POND
Project Summary
The theme of this digital library project provides a context in which to develop and demonstrate a system for the input, markup and interactive presentation of digital versions of letters containing references to people and places of genealogical interest. It is intended to piggyback on an existing data structure containing information about people – including parent/child relationships – as well as geographic locations. To demonstrate the usefulness, I am creating a small collection of digitized letters from Patricia Tweedy (my mother) to her parents while living with her husband and two small children in Limerick, Ireland between 1979 and 1984.

One of several technical goals is to limit the need for customization of the system (for specific digital projects tying into diverse data sources) to a small set of easily manageable configuration and styling files in order to integrate the tool into a larger site with access to significantly larger genealogical data sets. However, for this project, I have created a compact local set of family and geographic records that serve to minimally identify relationships among a small sample of family members mentioned in the letters.
Plug-and-Play
The project was first designed as a standalone application, and is now in the middle of being converted to a more easily “plug-and-playable” application that will work on top of a data layer containing information about people and places with the following information by modifying a file called “config.php”:

PERSON(S): 


Unique ID Integer, FirstName, LastName, Father’s ID, Mother’s ID, Spouse’s ID


Current Place ID (from below), BirthDate, Gender

PLACE(S):


Unique ID Integer, Name, Address, Latitude, Longitude

PEOPLE_PLACE(S)


Unique ID Integer, PERSON_ID, PLACE_ID

To this end, I have begun integrating session array variables that can be set in the ‘config.php’ file to indicate the column names in use for each piece of information. These column names are used throughout the rest of the application, meaning that the scripts should work similarly for any MySQL database containing the above-outlined information. Moreover, the “dbQuery()” function in “fun.php” can be modified as needed to query any other PHP-compatible database as needed, such as Oracle, MSSQL or PostGreSQL.

The front end is also coded with separation of content and style in mind. Ideally, the system should be easily integrated into a larger system template (with surrounding design and navigation by editing the header/top and bottom/footer file includes (including adding/modifying CSS files as needed).
The Collection Viewing Interface
If not logged in, users see a simplified view of collections listed in alphabetical order. (This may be improved in the future by providing date-based and topical searches). The clickable link ‘View’ appears to the left of each listing, and clicking this link leads to a single collection view containing the first item in the collection followed by a floating list of the items in either date order or another order that can be specified in the collection editing interface.
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Dear Folks, 1200511979
I certainly had intentions to write again before now but this week has been a busy stressful one. We moved into the 1211979
house last Sun with all appliances finally installed except for a defective clothes dryer. Edw had gotten the ok from B to 12/26/1981
keep sending our laundry to the Limerick Inn since it rains o0 much here to depend on drying clothes by hanging them —
out. About 3am Mon Jonathan woke up, nursed vomited. Then after 7 Mon am he started a bad round of diarrhea much 03/25/1982
worse then Ph ever had. Edw had a stomach virus over the weekend which Jon caught and I had Mon. Fortunately Mon 06/02/1982
was a "bank” holiday so Edw was home. There's a young doctor up the street from us who makes house calls has JpRaEE
evening ofc hrs. He checked him every day through Fri prescribed several Rx's for him. He said Jon. had one. 06/15/1982

01/07/1983

of the most upset bowels he'd seenin a baby in a long time. He became very dehydrated lost about 4lbs. By Friday he
perked up in response to an antibiotic Dr. 0"Connell had given him. We are very relieved that he's well so sooon after
that. Our 1st week in the house was anvthina but fun to sav the least.




A number of people and/or places in a text may be highlighted (red or blue above) if they have been marked up appropriately. In these cases, clicking those links will pop up information about the person or place referenced. For example, clicking a person (for whom detailed family and geographic information has been stored) might pop up a list of family members and locations where they now live or have lived in the past:
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If scans have been uploaded for a particular item, then an “Original Scans” link appears in the upper right area of the text panel. Clicking this link will bring up a pop-up box with the first scanned image, along with forward and back arrows to navigate through the collection:
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If people and places have been appropriately marked up in the editing view, these items will be linked to pop-up boxes containing information about the person or place clicked, as well as a map of the location, or in the case of people, all locations that are linked to them in the data source.

The Collection Management Interface
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In addition to the same interactive features described in the Collection Viewing Interface above, the editing interface provides several additional features to logged-in users when editing their own collections. Starting from the left (See the screenshot above), a set of tabs appears above the item text, and these tabs allow the user to toggle between a text area view for markup and a normal view that reflects what typical readers see. There are also additional fields to edit the name and date of the item, as well as a button to save changes.
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In addition to the ‘Save’ button, there is a button called ‘Tag Lookup’ that pops up a box containing People and Place lookup boxes to aid in finding appropriate tag syntax to wrap around a reference to a person or place in markup mode. Once results are shown and one is clicked, the appropriate tag is immediately wrapped around the text that was selected before the tool was opened. A ‘recent tags’ column immediately to the right of the editing area provides a list (in order of most recent) of tags that have been used, which prevents the user from having to constantly look up the same person again and again if they are mentioned frequently in a particular letter or collection that is being entered.

Immediately after the Recent Tags column, another new column appears: Image Thumbs. This section would typically display in the order in which they are uploaded, however they can be easily reordered or deleted using the ‘Move’ and ‘X’ links that appear next to them. ‘Move’ allows the user to drag (by holding down on ‘Move’) into a new position (outlines by a gray dashed line). Clicking ‘X’ pops up a confirmation message to double-check that this is what the user intended to do.

(Note: host memory restrictions that interfered with the thumbnailing process required posting sample pictures of a lower quality than those that might normally be uploaded. On dedicated server space, this would be less of an issue.)

A similar interaction appears for the Collection Items in the last column to the right. This column normally only displays linked names of items in the stored order, however, in editing mode, the collection owner (or site administrator) can additionally add, move and delete items in a way very similar to the thumbnails.

Next Steps, Final Thoughts, and Challenges for the Future
Copyright and Information Ownership
Because the system is developed to handle user-submitted content, there is some risk that users will post letters and/or images that they do not own the rights to. In an open-registration implementation scenario, it would be advisable to develop a privacy and copyright statement discouraging posting materials without permission and offering to remove materials found to be in violation as soon as possible. This statement should be clearly posted, and perhaps even set up as part of a Terms of Service agreement that users must accept prior to use.

Alternatively, if use of the system is restricted to a finite number of approved users, such as a library posting a collection of letters in its possession, or an individual posting family letters, permission may not pose a problem, or may possibly be obtained through more traditional means. 
Easier Template Modification
Modification of page layout and basic content areas currently involves carefully cutting and pasting segments of potentially complex code. I would like to develop a template system that allows users to more easily modify the structure and layout of the interface using simpler markup that is interpreted by more complex scripts, similar to popular Content Management System templating practices in use in systems such as Wordpress and Movable Type.
Design
Also prior to release, I would also like to develop a nicer design and style for my particular demo project (and some basic enhancements for the default system), as this system’s design was left pretty sparse while completing other features for the project deliverable. I plan to work on the afore-mentioned template system first, and will then release a nicer design as an implementation of that.
Multiple Data Source Accommodation
A major problem with genealogical data is that it is so disparate, and often collected from many sources and bootstrapped together for specific projects of personal interest by human thinkers capable of the kind of abstract thought  required for preserving unique identity that is still lacking in scripted algorithms. For now, this system is built on the assumption that reliable person, place and relationship data is available from a single set of somewhat strictly organized tables (one for people, one for places, and one for people’s multiple places).  How to determine uniqueness and sameness among potentially duplicate records in multiple sources is still a problem that remains to be solved.

Software Release
While not currently public, when I complete a few final changes and clean up the code a bit more and test the “plug-and-playability” of the file set, I intend to release it under the GNU General Public License for use and modification by anyone interested in doing so. I would like to pursue the Letters Across the Pond Project theme by collecting some older letters from my father, as well as a completely unrelated set of letters from a coworker.

