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Introduction

● How best to digitise 

community and family 

micro-collections and 

exhibit them online

● Interdisciplinary team: history, 

human geography & 

information science, human-

computer interaction & 

computer science

● Create an accessible 

and sustainable online 

model

● Explore potential of 

linked data for 

connecting & sharing

● dot.rural (University of 

Aberdeen) & iSchool 

(Northumbria University)

● Pilot study with seed funding 

from Semantic Media



Research questions

1. To investigate a methodology to systematically visualise cultural heritage data

to citizen-historians including both the content and navigation of content.

2. To implement an open-source software to demonstrate and evaluate the

methodology.

3. To develop a use case in form of a visualisation system for the diaries of the

prisoners of WWII, which can deliver to end-users (a) user-attractive contents, (b)

enriched contents based on data links, and (c) effective navigation among

contents.

4. To comprehend the decisions and ethics around sharing and not sharing

historical data.

5. To understand the role of the citizen-historians in the production of historical 

data



Background to collection case study

● Private ‘shoebox’ collection

● Trooper Alan Houston of the 3rd British Tank Regiment

● P.O.W. diary & associated letters, photographs & official papers

● Camp 53 (Sforzacosta, Macerata, Italy), Nov. 1942 - Sep. 1943

‘British Prisoners of War, Italy’ 

(1946)

by Paul Bullard (1918-1996)
Oil on canvas.

Copyright: The artist’s estate

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/

object/3819

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/3819


Trooper Alan Houston



Community digital collections

● Fragile and degrading ‘shoebox archives’

● Digital versions have had a short shelf life

● Lack of connection between personal stories and to the 

broader historical narrative

● TNA’s First World War British army diary project: 

http://www.operationwardiary.org

BBC’s People’s War collection: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/ww2peopleswar/categories/c1204/ 

● Citizen historians / community archivists need accessible 

sustainable software to preserve and share at grassroots level

● Explore promise of linked data but considering data 

characteristics of cultural heritage domain



CURIOS 

Wider CURIOS project explores:

● how digital archives for rural community heritage groups can 

be made more sustainable 

● how volunteer members can maintain a lasting digital 

presence

● how to collaboratively maintain and present information 

about cultural heritage

● to promote open data standards and 

open-sourced software for producing 

and consuming cultural heritage data



Linked data

Linked data is still a moving target. However can be pinned 

down as a set of the best practices to publish structured data on 

the web. 

● recommended by Tim-Berners Lee since 2006

● promotes reusability & repurposing

● meta data issues for cultural 

heritage archives



Progress to date

● Digitised the collection 

● Created the CURIOS Archive 

● Workshop with users



Workshop 

To understand how family historians and archivists currently 

approach archival objects and how they build stories around 

them

● Family Historians 
(Manchester and Lancashire Family History Society) 

● Archivists 
(Aberdeen city archives and libraries services)

● Activities designed to investigate 

○ narrating, 

○ contextualising & 

○ exploring

● Open Discussion



Workshop findings

Family Historians:

● “I treat transcriptions with a pinch of salt.”

● “I wrote it up for my own website. I like to share. I don’t want it just 

in a box.”

● “education for all”

Archivists:

● “Construct a framework quite quickly…next step is adding stories”

● “adds flesh on the bones”

● “archives tell the whole story rather than sanitise it”

● “enable the story to be told in an authentic way”

● “misrepresentation”

● “It depends on who you’re telling.”



Demonstration



Conclusions / on-going work 

● Very much a work in progress

● The importance of ‘everyday’ war accounts

● The need to preserve the integrity of the archive and its 

materials

● The desire to give context to those materials

● Completion of full data entry

● Visualisation of data 

● Perhaps add a second ‘shoebox’
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