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Z AC K  B I RO  ·  C H R I S T  C HU RC H  P R E S E RVAT I O N  T RU S T

One database for Philadelphia’s early congregations

To see how people of many faiths worked together in early America to found, debate and support 
institutions that stand today, and how William Penn’s religious experiment worked in practice.



Z AC K  B I RO  ·  T H E  P H I L A D E L P H I A  C O N G R E G AT I O N S  P RO J E C T

Early records from across the city’s faiths

46,331
pages digitized from 11 congregations 
and the Episcopal Diocese

95,927
pages contributed by Friends, Catholic 
and Moravian archives

20,374
pages transcribed by volunteers and AI



Z AC K  B I RO  ·  T H E  P RO J E CT

From 41,000 planned scans to more than 142,000
Christ Church First Moravian Church

First, Second & Third 
Presbyterian

Gloria Dei

St. Peter’s
African Episcopal Church of St. 
Thomas

Congregation Mikveh Israel First Baptist Church

St. George’s United Methodist St. Paul’s Episcopal

Society of Friends Old St. Joseph’s RC

St. Mary’s RC Holy Trinity RC

St. Michael’s PE

Designed and funded by CLIR in 2017 and begun in 2018 to put 41,000 
records from 11 congregations online.

PhiladelphiaCongregations.org



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  T H E  R E C O R D S

A sample of the 
records in the 
project



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  W H AT  T H E  R E C O R D S  R E V E A L

Political and social implications

Christ Church vestry, 4 July 1776: omit the prayers for the King The Litany, with the prayers for the King struck out



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  W H AT  T H E  R E C O R D S  
R E V E A L

Records offer clues 
beyond family ties



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  T R A N S C R I P T I O N

From volunteers alone to AI drafts that volunteers check

THEN

Volunteers transcribed page by page; 
COVID gave the work an accelerated start. 
About 19,000 pages in six years.

NOW

AI drafts every page; each is marked “not edited” until a volunteer reviews it.



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  T H E  R I S K

Better models guess 
more convincingly
This page is blank: only bleed-through from 
the other side. The AI transcribed a 
plausible 1828 committee report from it.

Entirely fabricated.



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  D E S C R I B I N G  T H E  R E C O R D S

Using AI to enhance metadata

Direct enhancement

AI rewrites the fields. Fast, magic, and scary: hard to see what 
changed.

Suggested improvements

Cited bullets per field. Each fact is checked and the archivist 
integrates it.



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  T H E  A RC H I V I S T ’ S  RO L E

Transcription and AI opened research beyond what we knew

Finding aids

Introduce the records; 
researchers explore on 
their own

Catalog cards

Cross-reference simple 
finding aids

Databases

Common search terms, 
but simple and far from 
complete

Ask the Archives

Plain-language questions, 
answered from the full 
text

How does it differ from catalog cards and slides? How does it change the role of the archivist?



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  AS K I N G  T H E  A RC H I V E S

Good at surfacing connections, not at ruling them out

FOUND

Benjamin Franklin and Christ Church
• 1764: Franklin & Hall bill £31 for printing “Steeple Lottery 

Tickets”
• Rented 3 sittings from 1760 until his death in 1790
• 1858: railing put in so his tombstone could be seen from 

the street

Each with a citation to a vestry-minutes page

NOT FOUND

Benjamin Levy and the steeple

“My earlier ‘not established’ should not be read as evidence 
that he did not.”
The record may not be in the database, or not yet transcribed.



CA RO L  S M I T H  ·  W H O  U S E S  I T

161,000 original pages 
viewed so far this year

2025 2026 YTD

Users 7,600 7,300

Visits 14,000 12,000

Web page views 50,000 41,000

Original page views 192,000 161,000

Engagement per user 8:03 min 6:30 min



WA LT  R I C E  ·  A I  I N  T H E  P RO J E CT

Four layers of AI

1

Transcription
Azure reads the page, then 
Gemini 3 Pro transcribes to 
our rules

7–10¢ per page

2

Description
Summaries and subject 
terms, each with page 
citations

15–50¢ per item

3

Questions
Ask the Archives searches 
the text and answers with 
sources

~10¢ per question

4

Structure and 
Visualization
Turns pages into linked 
records for maps and 
charts: the Moravian Atlas

~5¢ per page

Every layer leaves room for people to review and correct. But the collection is so large that only AI lets us open up 
vastly more of it than we could ever reach by hand.



WA LT  R I C E  ·  T H E  D E M O N S T R AT I O N

The Moravian Philadelphia Atlas
135 years of one congregation’s 
records as maps, timelines and 
searchable data



T H E  S O U RC E S

Three kinds of record, 23 volumes, about 1,850 pages

Narratives

783 pages

3,494 dated entries

4 congregational diaries, the English 
Conference minutes, the pastors’ 
Record-Book

6 volumes · 1743–51 and 1855–67

Registers

795 pages

4,124 acts recorded

Baptisms, burials, marriages and 
receptions: registers vols. 1–3, the 
departed, the graves plan

6 volumes · 1742–1870

Lists

241 pages

6,021 people on 33 lists

Membership catalogues, communicant 
lists, directories, a Sunday-school list

9 volumes · 1742–1876

Linked across all three: 2,264 people, 242 places and 2,715 journeys and letters, each record traceable to its page.



T H E  M O R AV I A N  
AT L AS

How it 
works



H OW  I T  I S  PA R S E D

Every field keeps what the page says and what we think it means

Field As written Standardised How doubt is kept

Person “Bro.r Bochler” Peter Böhler identification + confidence

Date “25th Sunday after Trinity Nov.r 24th” 1776-11-24 Old Style before 1752, never 
converted

Place “Neshammony”, “Shammoiny” Neshaminy, Bucks Co. gazetteer rule, coordinates, sphere

German “Heymanin” Heyman translated; German kept in the 
quote

Summary a quote of up to 25 words 1–2 modern sentences a note for anything illegible or odd

Agents read every line of their chunk, never skim, and write one JSON file in the spec’s exact shape.



O N E  R E C O R D,  B E H I N D  T H E  S C E N E S

A baptism in the first register, p. 48

“Mary, Daughter of John & Elisabeth Peter … 
baptiz’d in the Children’s Meeting on the 25th 
Sunday after Trinity Nov.r 24th, by B.r Jac. Friis”
record R1-p48-452 · the verbatim quote field

Field Value

kind baptism

date · born 1776-11-24 · 1776-11-18

person Mary Peter, f, infant

parents John Peter, Elisabeth Peter

sponsors John & Elisabeth Cornman, Joseph & 
Hannah Dean, Ann Mary Schlosser

officiant Jacob Friis

venue Children’s Meeting



T H E  I N T E R FAC E

The page opens on the congregation’s pulse

1750 1800 1850

Baptisms  (peak 43, 1820)↑

Burials ↓
1764: 65 burials, 54 of them Christian Indians held in the city barracks

1793, 1798: yellow fever



E I G H T  V I E WS

Eight ways to explore

Journeys
Leaflet map of trips, letters and 
news, 1743–51 and 1853–66; 
play month by month

Calendar
Heatmap of event types by 
month; click a cell to read 
those entries

People
Network of people named 
together; a panel per person 
across all sources

Lives & deaths
Acts per year, ministers’ 
tenures, age at death, season, 
causes

Origins
Birthplaces on an Atlantic map; 
regions and former churches 
by period

Members
Every list split into choirs; 
communicants year by year

The city
Households on the street grid, 
coloured by district, year or 
certainty

Read
Search all 3,494 entries by 
text, volume, type, place, year, 
person



J O U R N E YS

Every road led to 
Bethlehem
2,248 journeys and letters to Dec 
1751. Line width is trips; circles are 
mentions.

Press Play to watch month by month. 
The compass rose shows which way 
the traffic ran.



O R I G I N S

Where they came 
from
406 people with a named birthplace; 
43% born in Europe.

Most came from Lutheran, Reformed 
and Presbyterian churches.



CA L E N DA R

The rhythm of the 
congregation’s year
Rows are kinds of entry, columns are 
months. Darker means more.

Click any cell to read those entries. 
Scroll sideways through the years.



P E O P L E

Who appears with 
whom
Lines join people named in the same 
entry. Sisters red, brothers blue.

Owen Rice: 457 entries, his roles and 
journeys, and his child’s baptism 
found in the register.



L I V E S  &  D E AT H S

Who died, at what 
age, and of what
One in five burials with an age was an 
infant under one.

42% of dated burials fell in July–
October. Consumption leads the 
stated causes.



M E M B E RS

Who belonged, list 
by list
Each column is a surviving list, split 
into the Moravian choirs. The 1837 
book holds 630 people.

Click a column to read the list and its 
remarks.



T H E  C I T Y

Where members 
lived
The 1840s pastoral directory: 127 
households placed, 43% north of 
Vine, 33 struck out.

Colour by district, year or how sure 
the placement is.



R E A D

Every entry, 
searchable
3,494 entries. Search the text, or 
filter by volume, kind, place, year and 
person.

Each shows a summary, the original 
words and a link to the page.



R E S E A RC H  I T  E N A B L E S

Questions that took weeks of reading, checked in minutes
Networks
How Bethlehem ran Philadelphia: 
782 entries name it, more than any 
single place in the city

Letters and ships to London, 
Herrnhaag, the Caribbean

Itinerant preaching circuits; who 
brokered English and German 
members

Religion
Conversion paths from Lutheran, 
Presbyterian, Anglican, Quaker 
churches

Opposition read as a series: mobs, 
pamphlets, hostile clergy

The choir system and the ritual year, 
1740s vs 1860s

Lives
Epidemics and mortality: yellow 
fever, cholera, consumption

Families traced across 130 years; 
godparent networks

Women, and Black and Native lives: 
92 acts note race or enslavement

City & migration
Where members lived, decade by 
decade

Before 1800, as many born in 
German lands as in Pennsylvania

A template for other congregations, 
and for teaching



L I V E  ·  AS K  T H E  A RC H I V E S

Your question for the Moravian 
records?
The chat searches the transcriptions and answers with citations and 
links to the pages.

OR TRY

• What was the rhythm of daily life for the early Brethren in Philadelphia?
• What was the relationship between English and German congregations 

of the Brethren?
• Did the Brethren preachers ride circuits? Where did they go?



E X P L O R E  I T

philadelphiacongregations.org/
moravian
Every chart leads to a record, and every record to an original page.
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