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Were it not for diligent record keeping, 
this famous William Bradford quote may 
have been lost and with it the American 
system of governance that we have 
today. Bradford and the colonists who 
landed the Mayflower in Cape Cod Bay at 
Plymouth Colony in 1620 had the foresight 
to draw up the Mayflower Contract, a 
covenant with basic principles of self-
government for their fellow colonists.

After nearly 400 years, many such original 
documents show their age. 

That’s where John Buckley comes in. 
As the Register of Deeds in Plymouth 
County, Massachusetts, he was elected to 
maintain historic records as well as land 
records and other official documents 
that continue to be created each day. 
Buckley, keenly aware of the demand 
for online access to land records, and of 
the worldwide importance of 

Plymouth’s historical records, wanted a 
strategy to deliver an updated solution. 
Documents had to be available to teach 
students and scholars, inspire leaders, and 
provide enthusiasts with an easy online 
search and retrieval capability.

A central part of the plan called for 
digitizing and indexing documents that  
go all the way back to the founding of 
Plymouth Colony in 1620, and also for 
Plymouth County which was founded in 
1685. To meet the 2020 anniversary date 
and to accommodate the scale of such 
a project, Buckley and the project team 
broke it down into phases and spread 
them out.

“And so assigned to every 
family a parcel of land.”
-William Bradford, founder and governor of the Plymouth Colony

Leyden Street, Plymouth, MA
“Oldest continuously inhabited street in 
the thirteen colonies in North America”
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Phase 1: 
INDEXING COUNTY RECORDS
Working with records management 
specialist Avenu Insights & Analytics 
and their predecessors, Buckley and 
the team started by indexing 1,024,027 
documents. These included deeds, maps, 
and other vital records from 1686 to 1944. 
The documents were linked with images 
and indexed with identifying tags for 
document type, number, page, grantor/
grantee names and other criteria, making 
the documents discoverable online. 

“No one wants to go to an office to 
get documents or conduct research 
anymore,” says Buckley. “Digitizing these 
records meets user expectations that 
they can find what they need online, and 
it reduces the risk of keeping vulnerable 
paper files. Fires, floods or similar events 
make having a digital backup an essential 
part of a disaster recovery plan.”

Like many jurisdictions, Plymouth 
adopted different media types over the 

years to archive documents, from paper 
to microfilm, microfiche, and aperture 
cards. One of these, microfilm, is still 
the mandated type of backup for many 
governments, and it presents a particular 
challenge. From Avenu’s quality control 
and experience with digitizing other 
records back to sovereignty, it knew that 
microfilm gives off a vinegar-like smell 
when it deteriorates and requires extra 
care to digitize, re-create, or duplicate. 

Just as the Pilgrims never imagined a 
digital world, today’s government leaders 
struggle to think how information will 
be exchanged in years to come. Avenu 
takes this into account when it reviews 
media types every few years, ensuring 
that records will be available and secure, 
and recommending that customers adopt 
new ones when appropriate. 

“Fires, floods or similar events make having a digital   
 backup an essential part of a disaster recovery plan.”
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Phase 2: 
THE GEMS IN LAND RECORDS
In the second project, Avenu is focused on 
the Plymouth Colony records from 1620-
1686 that offer interesting reading. Among 
the 11 oversized volumes of court orders, 
land records, deeds, and treasury records 
are stories that show the daily struggles 
and accomplishments of the fledging 
colony. The volumes also demonstrate 
why the national treasures need to be 
preserved for future generations and why 
they must be readily accessible online.

In one case a court order describes how 
a cow was to be used as collateral for a 
transaction, while another discussed the 
creation of the jury system in America and 
a right to trial by 12 men, complete with a 
cross-out and insertion of the text “twelve 
men honest men.” 

“There were preservation efforts in the 
1800s when the original documents were 
sewn into different sheets and placed 
in binders, but today we need a more 
comprehensive solution,” adds Buckley. 
 

“Avenu has the 
equipment, 
industry-
standard 
techniques, and 
skills required to 
assist in making 
these documents 
available to the  
public online.”

John Buckley
Register of Deeds

Plymouth County, MA

Transcription
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Phase 3: 
THE CURSE OF CURSIVE
The third and final segment of the project, 
the Plymouth Registry, is underway with 
transcription of Book 1 to Book 119 starting 
in 1686. During the planning phase of 
this project, Avenu and the project team 
highlighted the importance of this project 
because all of the documents are written 
in 17th century cursive, often with legal 
language. With fewer school systems 
teaching cursive writing, concerns abound 
about future generations’ ability to read 
and understand these documents, 
some of which are the first legal records 
regarding property transfer.

“We are the guardians of records from 
the Pilgrims to the present, and my 
successors need to be able to say that, 
too,” comments Buckley. “We want to 
ensure these documents will survive 
for the next 400 years, and with our 
partnership with Avenu, we have taken  
the right step in that direction.” 

When this phase of the preservation 
program is complete, Avenu’s team 
will have transcribed all 2,677,500 lines 
from these documents guided by 
handwriting samples from the time 
periods. This will be followed by a four-
step quality assurance process with 
all team members agreeing on the 
character-by-character transcription.  

Then the group will create a text version 
of the document along with the ability 
to view both the historical image and 
the text-converted document. Users 
can then search and f ind it online, and 
with a button can instantly change the 
original hand-written document into a 
text transcription.
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COST CONSIDERATIONS

Steps to Preserve Records and Improve Accessibility

RELEVANCE FOR TODAY’S RESIDENTS

Although Plymouth Colony and Plymouth County records have a particular significance to 
the nation, every jurisdiction’s records hold importance and need retention, preservation, 
and digital security. States recognize this, and many offer grant funds to digitize and 
restore them for ongoing use. The Plymouth County Registry of Deeds took advantage of 
these funding options, and with Avenu’s support created the timeline to get the project 
accomplished within spending parameters. 

While the spotlight on Plymouth is due 
to its past and the upcoming 400th 
anniversary in 2020, Buckley makes a point 
that the digitization program has a strong 
focus on the future. Making documents 
available online has long-term, positive 
benefits of engaging citizens and groups 
that need access. 

“As public servants, our mission is to 
provide what the community needs. 
The early Plymouth colonists knew this 
and when they needed to increase food 
production, they shifted from common 
to private property ownership. Today we 
are providing what the community needs 
by making a digital transformation so 
documents are available.”

Buckley also cautions that needs have to 
be balanced with resources. 

“Given the size and the technological 
demands of the effort, there’s no way 
we’d be able to accomplish this program 
in-house without adding staff. I think if 
he were alive today, William Bradford, 
the colonial governor who began an 
organized land records system in the 
1620s, would be pleased with how the 
recording system has developed. He’d say 
that digitization of our records is a great 
investment,” concludes Register Buckley. 
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Inventory records

Index for search and retrieval

Digitize media 

Make available records online 
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From the Experts Trusted by 
Jurisdictions Nationwide 

When state and local governments need support, they turn to Avenu. 
We support mission-critical government operations with revenue 
enhancement programs and administration software that’s backed 
by public sector expertise, making it easy to serve citizens reliably, 
efficiently, and securely.

Ready to see how Avenu can support you? Request more information 
at succeed@avenuinsights.com.
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