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For 130 years, the Mason County Journal has documented the history-in-the-making of Mason County, 

Washington – the people, the places, the events – all captured faithfully every week in this small but 

thriving timber community of 10,000 residents.  

In all those years, like most small-town newspapers nationwide, the ownership varied over time but 

each publisher took to heart the need to annually preserve just one complete copy of every edition 

published. These archives are nearly intact for the entire run of the newspaper. 

Yet searching that history – schools, sports, fairs, government, business, leadership and 

accomplishments – was virtually impossible. The only way to locate information was to physically page 

through and hope the story could be spotted with a keen eye. 

Digitization was certainly on the Mason County Journal publisher’s radar.  Scanning the books would 

provide a digital back-up protecting the historical content.  As well, the community had a growing 

interest in looking back the people and events of Mason County’s past so making the archive editions 

online accessible was a key driver. 

Tom Mullen, Publisher of the Shelton-Mason County Journal:  “We made a conscious decision that it was 

time to begin digitization, due to the accessibility and condition of our bound archives.” 

The Search for a Solution 

In 2008, Mullen contacted SmallTownPapers to learn more about its scanning solution, ArchiveInABox, 

which allows newspapers to digitize their archives affordably and at their own pace.   

Mullen found it a perfect fit for his newspaper:  “It works. The digitization is accomplished over time, so 

we spread out, what little expense there is, over a long period.”   

The newspaper packed up some of its bound volumes in the provided military-grade shipping containers 

and sent them to SmallTownPapers to begin digitization.  The newspaper pages are scanned intact - the 

pages are never cut - and as scanning is completed, the original bound volumes are safely returned to 

the publisher while the digital issue is placed online where it can be accessed and searched from any 

Internet connection.   

Currently, the Shelton-Mason County Journal’s online archive includes issues dating back to 1920 with 

more bound volumes waiting to be shipped for scanning.   



 

 

If you build it, will they come? 

Of the hundreds of newspapers working with SmallTownPapers, The Shelton-Mason County Journal’s 

archive page consistently receives among the highest number of page views – nearly 10,000 in March 

2015 alone.  This is due in part to an extremely active and engaged community which is searching for 

information online and using social networks to connect and share material.   

The community uses several avenues to find the Shelton-Mason County Journal archive.  A look at 

March 2015 Google Analytics reveals: 

 1060 of the newspaper archive’s page views were the result of a search on 

SmallTownPapers.com 

 26 sessions resulted from an organic search (i.e. Google)  

 107 sessions originated at MasonCounty.com – the Shelton Journal’s website  

 1851 referrals were from Facebook  

A Facebook group titled “Well you might be from Shelton if…” quickly gained more than 2,000 members 

who share nostalgic stories of days gone by often punctuated by article clippings, advertisements and 

photos from the newspaper archive. Employees of the newspaper are among group members and often 

provide valuable perspective on images and stories posted.  Having the online archive is helping the 

passionate group members reconnect with one another and reminisce. 

Through their posts, members consistently promote the newspaper and their sharing of articles and 

images drives traffic back to the archive site.  Posts from February and March 2015 include: 

 If you go to the Mason county journal archives at smalltownpapers.com and type "Munson" in 

the search bar you can see all kinds of articles and advertisements from their store and family. 

 Love reading old newspapers......Jack & Lois Pearson opened Evergreen Florist in November 1959 

at 4th and Birch. 

 Found an ad (1959) that confirms Johnny's Music Box was on Railroad! 429 Railroad. I only 

remember the Cota Street location. 

 Article that was in the July 15, 1976 Mason County Journal. Doctor Linkletter was a long time 

doctor in Shelton. 

 Looking through the Journal archives, I never know what I'll find! From July 30, 1920. Glad little 

Jack Pearson was OK, otherwise he would never had been my Grandpa 43 years later. 

  I enjoyed visiting the Shelton-Mason County Journal archives posted on your FB page, thank you 

for sharing. 

While they may seem like trivial social comments, these posts are of significant value to the publisher.  

They are ensuring that people see the newspaper scans over and over while being reminded of what a 

valuable historical resource that the local newspaper is for the community. 
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Kicking it up a notch. 

The growing social engagement and page views helped further brand the Shelton-Mason County Journal 

and secure its place as an invaluable community historical resource.  Now, the newspaper had an 

opportunity to further increase the interest in the archive and the rich history it holds. 

To build interest and excitement around the digital archive, the Journal periodically published short 

articles which kept readers up to date on the bound volume scanning.  Then they really amped up the 

project by publishing a weekly column called “Journal Time Capsule” which featured snippets from old 

stories, photos and advertisements. 

In early 2015, the newspaper staff discovered an old box in the attic that had not been opened for 

decades. They found hundreds of vintage 4x5 negatives from a period spanning the 1940s and 50s. 

These “forgotten” images provided the basis for a 16-page special section tab entitled “The Lost 

Archives” which included 30 large format, high resolution images (and nearly 50% ads). 

Tom Mullen added:  “The special section on our lost archives was a major hit with the community and 

cemented any doubts we may have had about the level of interest in our archives.  We’ve been delighted 

to discover that whenever we do articles or other pieces about local history, reader response spikes.” 

And there’s more. 

Moving forward there remains significant untapped potential for the newspaper to promote and 

monetize the archive.  The Journal can use social networks such as Twitter and Pinterest to further 

engage the community.  Many publishers have used promotions such as “This Date in History” or 

“Throw Back Thursday” to drive more traffic to the archive. Posts are shared and exposure increases 

exponentially. 

Additionally, SmallTownPapers has introduced a new program for publishers which provides a way to 

use the archive and derive revenue to support future archive digitization.  With the growing interest in 

viewing past issues, the newspaper can engage local businesses with SmallTownPapers’ new packaged 

ad program.  The program can generate thousands of dollars over a limited period or perpetually for the 

newspaper. 

Tom Mullen was among the first to sign on:  “Having a ready-to-go program for generating a new source 

of revenue to help fund archive preservation is what we’ve been looking for. It will allow us to proceed 

more quickly with scanning and deliver to the community fresh new online archive content they can 

search, enjoy and share.” 

See the Shelton-Mason County Journal archive at:  http://smc.stparchive.com/  

Learn more about Discover America’s Story at:  www.discoveramericasstory.com  
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