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Beneath the Underground is a very worthwhile project, with a lot of potential, much of which we may not even realize until after the National Park Service, other researchers, and the general public see what has been done, and provide input. While worthwhile, my experience with the project has been very frustrating. Although written into the grant as a full time researcher, my time on the project as a whole has been very sporadic due to other obligations that arise almost on a weekly basis. As we transition into the work for the Department of Education grant, this will continue to be a problem, with preparation for some projects beginning in the near future. It has been difficult for me to feel a part of the team as a whole, and to really see the whole picture and understand exactly what is going on and how all of the information is being used. I also feel that the lack of time I have been able to spend on the project has created more work for others, as assignments have to be shifted around. 

As an experienced researcher, I understand that research can at times be very tedious and have very little results. However, other issues at the Archives can make it even more frustrating than it needs to be. Resources are a key problem in doing the newspaper and census stripping. There are only four microfilm printers, and the only time staff can easily use them are the two days a week the search room is closed to the public. Even then, staff and volunteers are tripping over each other trying to use them. Perhaps on those days a schedule could be set up where each UGRR staff member has a three hour or so window each day to use the machines. By doing this, UGRR staff is not monopolizing all four machines, and staff from other departments can get their work done as well. The number of interns coming in this summer will only add to the problem. Due to the popularity of the Archives with researchers during the summer months, it will be almost impossible to use the microfilm room. Ideally, if there was funding available, we could have short term leases for two microfilm reader/printers, and have them set up in the Rare Books Room for UGRR staff use only. The work of census stripping could be improved if we were able to use Ancestry.com. The work could be done right at your desk rather than dealing with the microfilm room, and the often broken microfilm readers. Also, the images on Ancestry.com are far easier to read than the microfilm from the National Archives.

My only use of the databases has been in relation to the census data and runaway ads. Some standardization of how everything should be entered needs to be done, especially with the newspaper database, since everyone’s entries are combined into one large database. The census database could use some additional information. First, it should include the page number from which the record came, that way if we have to go back to it, or if another researcher wanted to look at the record, time would not be wasted using indexes or going page by page through the district. This is especially important in looking for a person who may not be the head of the household. The census database should also include the total number of people in the household. This would give a representation of the percent of people in the household were slaves, free, etc., and perhaps even better statistics for the district and county as a whole. How can we tell without going back to the record if it was a completely free black household, or that free blacks were living in a white household, etc.? 

I have found it difficult to work with a project manager who does not seem to keep a normal schedule. There have been a number of instances in which his input has been needed, and he cannot be found. I am certain that this will improve when this summer’s interns start, but this has been a problem for some time, and could revert to being one again once the summer internship has been completed. 

