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Member Spotlight - Steve Richards 
By Melissa Barker 

In our latest Member Spotlight, we are highlighting TSLA 
Friends member Steve Richards, Founder and Chairman of Richards and Richards Office 
Records Management, Inc. Richards and Richards is a Nashville based family business 
specializing in record storage, secure shredding, scanning, data storage and medical waste. 
Steve is also a history enthusiast and about 40 years ago when he first learned of the mission of 
the Tennessee State Library and Archives through people like Ed Gleaves, Jeanne Sugg and 
many others, he wanted to be a part of it. He wanted to help preserve and protect our history for 
his grandchildren and everyone’s grandchildren. Steve was the first President of the TSLA 
Friends Board in 2010 and continues to stay involved. 
I love history - history lets me connect with, and figuratively experience the past through 
reading about, or literally touching, some part of the past. That excites me still. 
In an email, Steve shares his passion for saving and preserving the history of the State 
of Tennessee: 
  
I’ve always loved history. But I think my first real experience, emotional experience began when 
I was working for Tom Wiseman in 1974, then the State Treasurer of Tennessee, who was 
running for governor. I was responsible for 18 counties in middle Tennessee. When we were 
driving to events in those counties, if we ever saw a historical marker or found out something 
about Tennessee history in that area, we would stop and read the marker or find out more 
about the event, item, in that area, and learn about it – which endeared Tom to many locals 
when he mentioned it, but it rubbed off on me too. I love to stop and read, touch, and take in 
whatever is there, wherever I am. I am in Heaven in Washington, DC and Nashville and any 
other historical area.    
  
For instance, I remember when I was studying Tennessee History in the 7 th grade at Treadwell 

  

 



Junior High in Memphis, in 1962, in our history book, they showed a picture of a big pecan tree 
in the Natchez Trace State Park that was one of the oldest, if not the oldest, pecan trees in 
Tennessee, that it was not native to the area, and was believed to have been there because 
someone fighting along with Andrew Jackson in New Orleans in 1814, probably brought some 
pecans back with them, and one dropped while they were camping, which grew into a large tree 
that was still standing. Less than 20 years ago, I was reminded of that tree and took a day to go 
find it, and did, and I even took a branch from that tree to keep. I still have it. Regretfully, when 
I was there, the tree was in its last days and is no longer there.  
  
History connects me with our past - and I love our past, I love our country and the exceptional 
things our state and our country have been able to accomplish. History, when properly written, 
can take the reader back and place them right there to understand what, when, where, why and 
who. 
 
The TSLA Friends are thankful to have dedicated members like Steve Richards who reminds us 
of the importance of preserving our national, state and local history. 

  

Deciphering the Past: Can Artificial Intelligence Help Uncover History’s Secrets? 

by Scott Williams 
[Scott is the Vice President of the Friends of the Tennessee State Library & Archives] 
Picture this: You are thrilled when you discover that someone from the past saved letters or 
handwritten documents that might contain crucial information for your project or ancestry 
research. You head to the Tennessee State Library and Archives, grab a seat at your favorite 
microfilm reader, and begin scrolling. Finally, you get to an image on the screen that seems to be 
exactly what you needed. It may be an important letter containing the information you have been 
searching for about a historic event, an entry from your third-great-grandmother’s diary, or a 
description of where long-lost treasure is buried. But it is worthless if the writing is 
indecipherable, the spelling so arcane it is incomprehensible, or the ink faded beyond 
recognition. 
We have all heard about artificial intelligence like ChatGPT, developed to process and generate 
human-like responses based on context and prompts. Could it help bridge the centuries and 
make sense of what those who came before wrote down for posterity? For me, it has been helpful, 
but only after a bit of trial and error and applying a lot of “human intelligence.” 

While working recently on a biography about early Memphis 
founder Marcus Winchester, I made one very disappointing 
discovery—while he wrote hundreds of letters, Winchester had 
nearly indecipherable handwriting. After hours of trying to 
transcribe a few the old-fashioned way, I determined it was 
taking too long, and the results were minimal at best. The juice, 
as they say, was not worth the squeeze. As a last resort, I 
uploaded one of the letters to ChatGPT to see if I had any luck 
with this new technology. While the initial results were far from 
perfect, I experimented with various prompts and eventually got 
enough information from each letter to help me decide which 
warranted a closer look. 

 

  

Marcus Winchester,  
Early Memphis pioneer,  

https://t5tbe4fab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001zRIenn4gl3mVwTYhHGRgsUExoh17-UqODfbrDIhjDGvSnb6rFm2QTQfvoxw9ma67TKksy23NOj6AEvD70kjNt9M25CbxyEeakYeAcQOOVEU-ppMH4qQK9npqXo83bxXskT3CA9nYlC6VPromgw-M-Q==&c=PBp0tBd1nfdRqTy_kRC50DmKNUZluKgHhwM55W7yYERRigk849xhVQ==&ch=dVkXU1AXCvGumE4OaH4zCdrdFE790KGcWbeqQma-Wofmwp9MCEksjg==


had awful penmanship.   

  

Letter written from the Fourth Chickasaw Bluff from Marcus Winchester  
to John Overton in 1831.  

After saving several hundred scans of letters onto a zip drive at the Library & Archives, I 
returned home and got to work. I converted each letter to a JPG file, adjusted the brightness and 
contrast to remove as much of the “background noise” as possible, and named the files so I could 
easily return to the original if needed. 
The most important part of working with ChatGPT and other AI programs is figuring out 
the best prompt to get the optimum desired result. Prompts should be simple, clear and specific, 



and they should state the desired outcome. It seems to return better results if you provide 
background information, specify tone and style, and break down complex questions into simple 
language. I have also found it helpful to ask ChatGPT to ask me what else it needs to know to 
provide the best result. In the case of the letters written by Marcus Winchester that I wanted 
transcribed, the most effective prompt was: 
 
I need you to transcribe these letters and learn from each letter more about Marcus 
Winchester's writing style so you can improve your accuracy with each letter. If you 
cannot transcribe a word, just guess at what it says based on previous letters, common 
sense, and deduction based on the context of each letter and previous letters. These were 
written in America in the early 1800s. I need the ENTIRE letter transcribed and 
NOTHING left out. Make up what you cannot read. Include the title of each attachment 
as the title of the transcription. Do you have any questions or is there any other 
information I need to provide for you to create flawless transcriptions? 
 
After uploading the letter and entering the prompt, in 15 seconds, it provided a 
transcription: 
 
To read the 
Letter: Folder 2, Letter 23 
Memphis, Dec. 14, 1831 
Judge Overton 
 
Sir, 
Your three letters of the 10th came duly to hand this evening. I will attend to the 
sale. Mr. Norris, the heir, has perhaps written on the matter himself, because I have all 
along acted on the ground of his having received the grant, which makes no necessity for 
his acting in that government. The records are distinct from here, and I presumed the 
recording of the transaction necessary to his coming to town. 
Believing the sale—a good one on our part—I took care that it was first made to 
meet the terms assigned to you. Leaving no other condition connected with the sale 
except your ratification. So far as relates to Regains of Misco’s title—binding from the 
first. And I only wish to see it shown where he will account to McKinley for the payments 
at Nashville as good service. 
 
Your reflection upon the subject of preventing the cutting timber, I found a single 
case of an old practice. Shall you not find others also employed on a scheme to come and 
roll for the purchase? Last winter, I employed a man &amp; horse one day in each week at the 
sale per day, to perform the duty. I did not yet authorize to employ him throughout the 
whole winter months daily. Choosing a different day each week, the uncertainty of his 
coming served in a considerable degree to check the depredation, but still, they were 
great. 
 
This is my best transcription based on the letter's handwriting, the structure of other 
Winchester letters, and logical deduction. Let me know if you want any refinements! 
 
While clearly not perfect, some of the key words indicated this was the beginning of a 
disagreement between John Overton and Marcus Winchester over Winchester’s desire to let 
early Memphis settlers cut wood on Overton’s property to survive what was a brutally cold 
winter on the Fourth Chickasaw Bluff. Winchester later pushed for mercy on behalf of the 
freezing citizens, but Overton would not budge. Several early Memphis buildings met their 
demise that winter as they were used for firewood… 
 

There’s More! 
 
To read the rest of Scott Williams’ article as published in the Middle Tennessee Journal of 



Genealogy and History. 

Visit this link 

  

  

Exploring County Fact Sheets 
By Melissa Barker 

One of the hidden gems on the Tennessee State Library and Archives (TSLA) website is the 
County Fact Sheets database. According to the website “The purpose of these fact sheets is to 
help determine what sources are available for genealogical research about the people and 
places in each county.” This database contains genealogical and historical information and 
references for every county in Tennessee. 
 
The counties are listed alphabetically with clickable links to take you to the county you are 
looking for information. Each county has its own page filled with publication references, county 
formation information and date ranges of specific records that are available. Using the example 
of Houston County, Tennessee, the page starts with a map showing the researcher where 
Houston County is located in the State of Tennessee. The date when Houston County was 
formed and indicates what counties Houston County was formed from and lists the county seat, 
which is the city of Erin. 
 
The next section is entitled “Selected Published County Histories” and lists published histories 
that are available at TSLA or at other repositories. This section is on each of the 95 Tennessee 
Counties Fact Sheets. Following this section is an additional section named “Published Local 
Records” that lists specific published works pertaining to the individual county that includes 
published census records, vital records and local history. 
 
Moving down the page, the next section is “Local Records on Microfilm” where there is a 
clickable link to take the researcher to an “Inventory of Microfilmed Records” for the county they 
are researching. Along with this link there is a handy list of the earliest records and the dates 
they are available for each county. Records such as marriage, deeds, court and tax records are 
listed with the start date for those records for the individual county. 
 
The next section is “Newspapers on Microfilm” which has a clickable link that will take the 
researcher to an “Inventory of Newspapers on Microfilm at the Library and Archives”. This is a 
very helpful resource for anyone looking for newspapers for a particular county. The inventory is 
arranged by county and give you the name of the newspaper and the dates that are available for 
each individual newspaper. 
 
Below the newspaper resources on the county page is “Selected Manuscripts Material” that has 
a clickable link. This link will take the researcher to a listing of Manuscript Collections available 
for the county they are researching. Some counties have more than others represented in the 
Manuscript Collections. 
 
The last two sections on the county Fact Sheet are information on “Census Records” that lets the 

https://t5tbe4fab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001zRIenn4gl3mVwTYhHGRgsUExoh17-UqODfbrDIhjDGvSnb6rFm2QTQfvoxw9ma67QB0xqi9czU-Fw8f9mm3PEw2XmgU0783TJYgB88wABa-1K2BiwyWtcZQREOoYYjnkernM18NQTzuBINuCOVcbHAmwhq76uXUJnfYfHKYDnoOwdPbBYg0_pKW3mfWCQGyDZNIf7ua5cRvAo6mmetiX_BMNP5Q2JJlrX34k38qpFYI=&c=PBp0tBd1nfdRqTy_kRC50DmKNUZluKgHhwM55W7yYERRigk849xhVQ==&ch=dVkXU1AXCvGumE4OaH4zCdrdFE790KGcWbeqQma-Wofmwp9MCEksjg==


researcher know what census records are available for the individual county and “Additional 
Research Aids” for each county which includes clickable links that take the researcher to various 
databases on the TSLA website. 
 
At the bottom of the each page is a Bibliography for each county that lists other research 
resources that would be helpful to researchers who researching in the particular county. 
 
The County Fact Sheet database on the TSLA website is invaluable to genealogy and history 
researchers who are trying to learn more about any particular county in Tennessee. 
To get to the County Fact Sheets click this link: 
https://sos.tn.gov/tsla/guides/genealogical-fact-sheets-about-tennessee-counties 

  

Concord Baptist Church Records donated 
by TSLA Friends 

 
If you are an eBay user you may be aware that 
historical records are sometimes offered for sale 
in their online auctions. We were alerted to an 
eBay auction for a record book from the 
Concord Baptist Church, and the Friends were 
able to negotiate with the seller to purchase the 
item for the Library & Archives. 
 
There have been several churches in 
Tennessee named Concord, but with some 
research we determined that this record book 
had come from a Concord Baptist Church was 
located north of Nolensville near the border 
between Davidson and Williamson counties. 
The church’s history goes back to 1804, when it 
was founded as an offshoot of Mill Creek, the 
oldest Baptist church in the Nashville area. 
 
This record book is much newer, containing as it 
does information about the period from 1895 to 
1905. Minutes of the church business and 
prayer meetings on Saturday, and notations of 
baptisms and new members who joined the 
church on Sundays, are included. It contains a 
membership list recorded in 1895 and updated 
through about 1915 with remarks such as “died’ 
or “dis[missed] by letter” after some of the names. 
The Library & Archives houses hundreds of volumes of church records, some in the original and 
others only on microfilm. They help tell the story of individuals, communities and religious 
movements as part of the rich history of Tennessee. 

 

  

  

NEW BOOK PLANNED ON TENNESSEE’S HISTORIC FARMS 
  
Tennessee State Historian, Dr. Carroll Van West, is working 

with the Tennessee Department of Agriculture to produce a new book, Tennessee’s Century 
Farms: The Pioneer Generations, as part of the state efforts to celebrate the 250 th anniversary 

  

 

https://t5tbe4fab.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001zRIenn4gl3mVwTYhHGRgsUExoh17-UqODfbrDIhjDGvSnb6rFm2QTQfvoxw9ma67FWM53OVVGxysAaRY3G8EVdpfwb9SSQWonozVn7Sj-rQXYSLZ_AXRo8pEXd5OslBltSP53pSpbTtLMo3CmDBu5ion8y3xXlLDoScR4HU7i1Wwequg-OouB2pUWz2ieJOUPGBwXH-C-NgeC66lHLoVsgzsZMr-DUP0YxxRO3M5b_E=&c=PBp0tBd1nfdRqTy_kRC50DmKNUZluKgHhwM55W7yYERRigk849xhVQ==&ch=dVkXU1AXCvGumE4OaH4zCdrdFE790KGcWbeqQma-Wofmwp9MCEksjg==


of the Declaration of Independence. Dr. Van West is also a member of the board of the TSLA 
Friends. 

  
The book will highlight about 125 designated Century Farms from across Tennessee 
that present some of the state’s earliest agricultural enterprises, with many in 
production for over 200 years. To ensure balance and statewide coverage, the book 
has about half of the farms from East Tennessee, where Tennessee settlement first 
began in the 1770s, and the other half from Middle and West Tennessee. These 
numbers also include the very oldest African American Century Farms founded soon 
after the end of the Civil War from 1869-1871.  
  
West adds that the book will present summary histories of the farms and use both 
recent and historic photographs to tell their stories. He wants readers to see these 
places as historic sites and active businesses serving their families and state. 
  
There are over 2,200 Century Farms in Tennessee. These historic properties, ranging 
from a couple of dozen of acres to hundreds of acres, represent farms that have been 
in constant production for over 100 years and that have remained under family 
ownership and operation through all of those decades. In preparing the historical 
narrative and documents for their applications, families have always used the 
collections of the Tennessee State Library and Archives as well as the local archives 
and libraries from their own communities. The Center for Historic Preservation at 
Middle Tennessee State University has worked in partnership with the Tennessee 
Department of Agriculture to administer the program and to maintain files on each 
historic farm since 1985.   

  

Annual Membership $30; Student/Senior $15; Family $50; 
Contributor $100; Sponsor $500; Patron / Corporate $1000 

Thank you for being an active member of the Friends of 
the Tennessee State Library & Archives. We appreciate 
your support and hope that you enjoy our newsletter. Feel 
free to share with your friends or share our website - 
http://www.friendsoftsla.org 
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