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Purpose

To digitise family history information:

to retain,

enhance and display,

duplicate,

share online

and archive.



Sources

Can be photographs, documents or digital files.

Amongst other places these can be obtained from:

the family,

record offices

and on-line.





Digitising methods

Photographs and documents can be scanned or 

photographed.

To minimise file size,  typed or printed documents 

can be turned into text documents using optical 

character recognition (OCR) software.







Photograph scanning,   select reflective - photo.
Document scanning,   select reflective - document.

Slides and negatives can be digitised using dedicated scanners.

Some flatbed scanners can provide illumination through 
transparent media.
On these, select film and set type of  transparency,  such as
B & W,  colour positive (slide)  or colour negative.



Camera copying setup using tripod.

I use a cable release,

close the eyepiece shutter and

use mirror up to prevent camera

shake from the mirror lifting.

Levelling the camera back helps

maintain a parallel image,

thus one less software correction.



Typed or printed documents can be turned into text 

documents using optical character recognition (OCR) 

software,

e.g. Omnipage 18,

Adobe Acrobat Pro DC   (converts to .pdfs),

Abbyy Finereader   and

PaperPort Professional.



Text documents

Text documents have the following advantages:

files are much smaller,

are more easily read,

can be edited

and are searchable,

but lose context information and veracity.



Scanning

Problems with some old photographs:
1 Damage,
2 Fading and limited tonal range,
3 Silvering,
4 Discolouration (colour prints and slides),
5 Textured surface
6 Larger than scanner platen.



1 Damage

Damage in scanned photos can usually be repaired by 

cloning or using spot healing brush in editing 

software.

Check ‘context aware’ for spot healing

(if  available).



Damaged photo of  my

‘Taid’ when he was in the 

Singapore Volunteers.

I moved the bottom half  

into position in software 

and cloned adjacent areas

to remove the joint line.

I then converted picture

to black and white.



2 Limited tonal range

Old black and white or sepia toned photographs may 

have limited tonal range.

The levels tool can stretch the lightest grey to pure 

white and the darkest grey to jet black.

The best setting isn’t necessarily to extend the tonal 

range between the extremes of  black and white.



A very faded photo of  

my grandfather’s sisters, 

Lily and Jenny,

holding my mother

Enhanced photo using 

levels sliders and 

converting to

black and white



If  histogram sliders are 

available in scanning 

software then use these to

extend the image tonal 

range for subsequent 

editing in software.

This photo of  my

father with his family 

was very faded



The original was

so poor it could never 

yield a

good reproduction

but

it is still greatly

improved by

stretching the tonal

range.

sliders



3 Silvering
Black and white photos can be silvered in dark areas.

Silvering can be removed with silver dip or silver bath but, as this is 

a potentially damaging process, trial on an unimportant area first 

and apply very sparingly with cotton buds.

Don’t use silver polish which is abrasive.

Don’t overdo the removal.

It can be amazing how much hidden detail can be revealed,

very akin to cleaning an old oil painting.



Goddard’s silver dip

is also suitable

but not

Silvo metal polish.



A photo of  my parents taken in 1940,

just slightly silvered in the bottom right corner.

before treatment and after



4 Discolouration

Old colour photos can fade or discolour.

This can often be very effectively corrected using the scanner software 

colour correction selection.

Alternatively, the white balance dropper in editing software can 

restore colour provided that there is an area in the photo known to 

have been either white or grey.

Other methods to restore colour in software are generally difficult to 

apply.



Discoloured photo of  

my sister with her son.

Colour restoration 

using check box in 

scanner software.

The result can be 

astonishing.



Original photo of  my parents bungalow

Colour adjustment using

white balance dropper on gutter



5 Textured surface

Photos with a textured surface scan badly, giving a sparkly speckled 

effect.

Better copies may be obtained by re-photographing if  the scan proves 

unsatisfactory.

Scanning would work better if  wet photos were laid on the glass 

platen but this risks damaging irreplaceable pictures and possibly 

poses an electrical risk.



My sister and I at

Whiteleys in 1955.

Photo as scanned,

with blue speckles.

Same photo,  speckle free,

after re-photographing.



6 Large photos

Large photos (and documents) can be scanned in sections and 

stitched together in software.

Pre scan each section and record optimum scanning parameters then 

use the average of  all sections so that the stitching appears seamless.

Load all images together  then extend canvas of  base image,

to accommodate remaining frames.

For each subsequent frame,   select all, copy then paste into 

base image and line up with move tool.





Flat bed scanning of  photos

Scan to a Tiff  file in 16 bit (per channel) mode if  possible so that a 

limited tonal range can be pulled out in software without 

posterisation.

.jpg files can only give 8 bits per channel.

After processing the photos can be saved in 8 bit mode as .jpgs to 

save on storage space.



Adjust scan resolution to give a cropped size of  around 60 or more 

mega pixels (Mpx) in 16 bit mode.

To adjust the scan size, preview in fairly high resolution and adjust 

the linear proportions in the ratio of  the square root of  the area 

ratio.

If  the preview scan has an area of  240 Mpx then divide 60 by 

240 to give 0.25.

Take the square root (0.5) and multiply one of  the linear 

dimensions by this figure and the resulting scan will be 60 Mpx.



It is a good idea to make a duplicate copy the whole of  the photo 

with frame and the back at a lower resolution.

The print size, border shape, mounting and colour can all help date 

and locate the picture.

If  there is a photographers name, then published lists of  commercial 

photographers can supply dates and locations where they operated 

and indicate dates when they changed operating premises.

Written information is even more important, sometimes identifying 

people and places.





If  photographs are shared on the internet you may wish to include 

(or to remove) metadata and this option can be selected under

Save to Web.

I generally remove metadata and reduce the file size, making the 

height no more than 1,080 pixels for high definition displays or 768 

for older screens.

Perhaps I ought to be preparing for 4k screens  (2,160 px high) or 

even for 5k screens  (2,880px high).



Good colour balance for scanned colour negatives can be difficult to 

achieve if  the producer and development process are unknown.

If  the manufacturer and type of  the negative film stock is known 

then these can sometimes be selected in film scanner software and 

should yield the best available positive.



Information recording

In recording old photos - colour, size and information printed or 

written on the back can be important for dating and for identifying 

people or locations.

Measure size and note, in pencil, on back or scan whole picture with 

thin ruler alongside.



Information recording

There are publications that can identify commercial photographers, 

stating, amongst other things, when and where they operated.

Different eras had favoured print sizes and styles that can help to 

date them.















Document digitising

Problems with Documents:

1 large

2 damaged,

3 faded,

4 discoloured.

After scanning,  these can be treated in a similar manner to 

photographs.



Public Record Offices

Many public record office family history documents have not been 

digitised but, with permission, can be photographed.

The British Library permits photography in the reading rooms as 

long as flash isn’t used, but

not all the printed information is consistent so,

some attendants will help you with photography but,

others will stop you   (because I was using a zoom lens!)



Requirements on British Library bag

Requirements in British Library leaflet



A late baptism entry  for 

one of  my cousins,

not yet on microfilm.

The British Library 

attendant kindly held the 

book up for me to take the 

photograph.



Many family history records have been scanned and can be 

downloaded from a multitude of  sites like ‘Ancestry’ and ‘Find My 

Past’,

But many records are still only available in hard copy or on 

microfilm.

In both cases a camera can be used (with permission) and processed 

later in software.



Guildhall records, for example, can be photographed for a fee of  £5 

a day.

Here are two examples



Photographs taken from microfilm readers are tricky as the level of  

illumination is so uneven.

The effect of  poor edge illumination and of  camera shake can be 

reduced by magnifying the image and photographing the microfilms in 

sections.

These frames can be adjusted in software then stitched together.



Photograph of  

microfilm reader screen 

showing the baptism 

of  another of  my 

Harris cousins in 

Rangoon.

The hot spot at the 

screen centre is 

removed with reverse 

vignetting in ACR.



Here are two frames as photographed from microfilm reader:



And the stitched baptism record after vignetting and inverting:



Saving for posterity

My view for long term archival is that, in the longer term, paper 

based paper records are actually far more accessible and durable than 

digital files.

Remember the storage systems that we thought would last forever:

78 rpm recordsopen reel tape

cassettes 8mm film

8” floppy discs VHS video tapes

.



Remember the companies we thought would last forever:

Home and Colonial Ekco

Morris Woolworths

C and A

And programs we used to use:

Word Perfect VisiCalc

1-2-3 DBase2



Or the slowly disappearing hardware to play storage media:

Gramophones Open reel tape decks

Cassette players Film projectors

Floppy disc drives Dot matrix printers

And operating systems:

CP/M MSDOS

Even Windows and Unix (used by Apple)

may be replaced by hypervisors with unikernels as these are 

much faster and more secure in a Cloud environment.



Future family historians might not be able to recover files from failed 

cloud companies.

Recently hackers have encrypted computer files that they will restore 

for a substantial ransom,

(provided that they haven’t scrambled their encryption program).

Remember, therefore, to back up regularly to remove the risk of  

losing everything.



Forget CDs, DVDs hard disc or solid state drives or the Cloud for 

long term archival.

Use paper, slides and negatives as these will remain readable for far 

longer.

These still need protecting from light, damp and insect attack and 

some degradation with time is inevitable.



Methods of  archival storage for paper.

I use a metal filing box for the more 

important photos,  indexed by family 

name.

A more robust fireproof  box would 

have been better.



Methods of  archival storage for 

slides.

I use these storage boxes which hold 

500 slides each (recovered from a 

skip at a recycling depot for a 

nominal charge).

I keep them in a dark cupboard.



Methods of  archival storage for 

negatives and medium format slides.

This is a purpose made light tight 

archive storage box.

Hama make negative sleeves and 

some slides are in sleeves provided by 

the film processor.



For really important photos consider using archive grade paper and ink, 

possibly using a specialist printing firm.

For electronic files, the simpler they are  the easier they will be to decode.

I suggest that bitmaps will be the easiest to read in the longer term, say 

firstly, Windows type ~.bmp 

files,

then uncompressed TIFF 

~.tif  files

and finally compressed ~.jpg 

files



Presentation

There are a number of  software packages that can create family 

trees and add graphical information such as:

Family Tree Maker from Ancestry (interacts with their website)

Family Historian Legacy Family Tree

Ancestral Quest Family Tree Heritage

RootsMagic Master Genealogist

MAC Family Tree Reunion  (for MAC)



Here are some samples of  Family Tree Maker downloaded from the 

web:











I can’t comment on any of  them as I haven’t used them.

For straightforward image viewing the free FastStone Image Viewer 

has several options for slide shows.

Family viewing, using a tablet or mobile and a blue tooth enabled 

TV works well .

I use an Apple TV box coupled to my TV with an HDMI cable.

For exhibition or display 10” × 8” prints (or larger) are a good 

option.



Appendix

Sources of  digital images for family history research:

www.freebmd.org.uk Birth, marriage and death indexes for England and 

Wales.

www.ancestry.co.uk Birth, marriage and death indexes and census 

returns for England and Wales, London phone 

books and a great deal more.

www.familysearch.org International genealogy website run by the Church 

of  Jesus Christ of  Latter-day Saints,  but, 
contains some guesswork so check sources.



www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk Birth, marriage and death indexes for Scotland and 

digitised images of  many of  the certificates and 

census returns for Scotland.

www.findmypast.co.uk contains, amongst other things, birth, marriage and 

death indexes and census returns for England and 

Wales.   Also newspapers, an excellent resource.

www.archive.timesonline.co.uk Times digital archive, 1785 -1985, superb for 

detailed information about newsworthy family 

members.

www.originsnetwork.com British genealogy, including wills, military records, 

apprenticeship records and marriage indexes.



www.nationalarchives.gov.uk Wills, WW1 medal index, naval records and 

more.

www.cyndislist.com 260,000 links to online resources for genealogy.

www.familyrecords.gov.uk Government's official genealogy portal to national 

records.

www.gro.gov.uk Government agency for civil registration in England 

and Wales.

www.genuki.org.uk Gateway to online resources for British and Irish 

genealogy.



www.ireland.com/ancestor Irish family history.

www.familyhistoryonline.net Local family history society indexes.

National Burial index, indexes to baptisms, 

marriages and censuses.

www.oldbaileyonline.org Court proceedings with statements, 1674 - 1913.

Wonderful fleshing out information if  your 

ancestors became entangled in the judicial system.

www.fibis.org Families in British India Society for family history, 

1600 – 1947.

www.archives.gov/research/immigration  - for immigration shipping lists.

These are just the tip of  the on-line iceberg of  sources.


