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If you were to look for my name in your favorite search engine online, some of the top hits would probably be the Project Gutenberg e-Books. Project Gutenberg is called so in the honor of Gutenberg who invented the printing press and thus made books more easily available, and that is also what the Project Gutenberg is concerned with. The goal of Project Gutenberg is to provide the largest possible number of books, whose copyright has expired, in an electronic format—free for anyone to use. Project Gutenberg started in 1971 with the first e-text—the United States Declaration of Independence—manually typed in by its creator Michael Hart. The Bill of Rights, the books of the Bible, ‘Alice in Wonderland’ and ‘Peter Pan’ soon followed. Now Project Gutenberg contains over 16,000 works, and Michael Hart hopes to reach a million by 2015.

I got involved with this project through the Distributed Proofreaders—the website that has been set up to help Project Gutenberg, and has become by far the most significant contributor of high-quality e-texts. I joined on November 1st, 2004—just after Halloween, which is one of the special days at Distributed Proofreaders. On this day, some of the more interesting projects are released for proofreading—ghost stories, books on superstitions, supernatural, witchcraft, mythology and so on. I guess you could say I was hooked.

On any single e-text, many different people will work. First, the so-called content providers find a book that interests them or that they think is worth preserving, scan it, then put the images through an optical character recognition (OCR) program to produce text. Usually, the output of the OCR program is about 99% correct, which leaves around 10 errors per page, and therefore it is necessary for humans to proofread the text consulting the book images. The images and the text files are uploaded to Distributed Proofreaders, and from the website one can access a program that allows several proofreaders to work on the same book at the same time, each proofreading different pages. The volunteers can pick which book they would like to work on. The image and the text of one page appear side by side for easy comparison. The volunteers save each page as it is completed and can then stop working or continue with a new page. The books are proofread twice, with the more experienced volunteers doing the second round. The projects also go through two rounds of formatting, and all the italics, bold, small-caps, footnotes, sidenotes, indices and other elements are marked in a consistent manner according to the extensive Guidelines.

The final assembly stage is called post-processing, and I enjoy this part the best. I assemble all the pages that were proofread by volunteers into the final book. I resolve any issues pointed out by proofreaders, such as typos or factual errors in the original text, decide whether the word split across the lines should be hyphenated or not, figure out what the illegible words on the scans should be, etc. I run the spell-check and perform other “paranoid checks”, like searching for periods followed by a lower-case letter to see whether they should be commas instead, and searching for commas followed by an upper-case letter to see if they should be periods instead. After all the checks I rewrap the text so that lines are all of a uniform length—from 65 to 75 characters long. Normally I produce two versions of the text: the plain text, which is required by Project Gutenberg when possible, and the HTML, which can be nicely formatted and unlike the text-only version can contain illustrations. Once I’m done with a book, I like to read it for entertainment and also to check it one more time. Some errors may sneak through the proofreading rounds, and even pass the spell-check, but which would not make sense in the context. Finishing a book brings a great sense of achievement.

All the people at Distributed Proofreaders are volunteers, and they do it for various reasons of their own. I volunteer at Distributed Proofreaders because I believe that it is a very important project. We really are “preserving history one page at a time” as one of the site banners says. Through these books, one can learn what people thought before, what values they had and how they entertained themselves. Another reason I like Distributed Proofreaders is because I get to read interesting books that I would not even know existed otherwise. I also like learning different things all the time, and through post-processing e-texts, I learnt more about HTML and CSS (i.e. creating web pages and styling them) than I knew before, a little bit about regular expressions that allow searches based on a pattern, and even some musical notation and creating of music files for one of the projects.

It’s a great fun. Hope to see you there!
