
THE PROCESS 

 

Hi Bob,  

I recall you asking me for a description of the process for collecting the war dairies I’ve 

provided to you. I’m going to describe how I collected that information from BAC-LAC (Library and 

Archives Canada) in Ottawa. 

The first order of things is to register as a user at BAC-LAC. Registration is free and the 

card is valid for two years. 

To find the documents needed, go to the BAC-LAC website and search for the reference 

numbers of the documents. The search engine is powerful and I’ve restricted myself to the CFC 

documents in the 1940’s decade. 

Documents have access codes, some can be restricted. Code “90” means the document 

is accessible to the public, whereas “32” is restricted or classified. However you can ask for it, the 

army would examine the document and decide if the restriction is lifted or not, or do some 

redaction on the document before they allow you to look at it. You have to try! 

You then build a list of the documents you want to examine and fill up an online request 

with the date of your first visit. You have to ask for a permission to take pictures of the documents 

at that time, very important. Documents are stored in boxes called volumes, for example “RG24 

VOL 16412”. There are several documents per box. There is a limit of 10 boxes per request. The 

BAC-LAC agent will order the boxes from the vault to the third floor of BAC-LAC building and store 

them in one or several lockers reserved for you. The BAC-LAC agent will send you an authorization 

form for the pictures that you must return signed.  The agent will then print this authorization on 

a green sheet and join it to your boxes, in the lockers. The authorization is good until the “last day 

of the month” so it’s important to have it renewed, an email to the agent does it. It’s a good idea 

to stay in touch with the same agent for help or questions. 

On your first visit, you must identify yourself at a counter where a guard called a 

“commissioner” will give you the card and cross check your authorizations. He will then give you 

the keys for your lockers, plus a key for one more locker to store your personal belongings such 

as your winter jacket, lunch, etc. 

You then go to the third floor where another commissioner will inspect the materials you 

bring in the consultation room. Can’t bring food or water in for instance, but cameras and 

computers are allowed. Most people I’ve seen carry a camera and a computer, but my setup was 

quite extensive and included a tripod as well, a rubber finger to flip the pages, a remote control 

for the cam, and two pillboxes filled with twoonies to keep the sheets straight. Among other 

things, a roll of masking tape: I stick some to the floor around the tripod as a “warning” for the 

other users in the room. I also stick masking tape on the table top to align the documents before 

I shoot. A remote trigger button is also taped to the table. 



The picture shooting can begin after the commissioner has examined your authorization. 

They sure do check every box. I note down the reference number of the doc on a booklet and take 

a picture of it, then proceed with the documents themselves. The camera is set for JPEG format 

and medium resolution, approximately 2 MB per picture. A resolution higher than this is useless.  

On a good day it is easy to take 1200 pictures or more. Once I’m done with a box I put it on a shelf 

to be returned to the vault.  

Back home, I immediately make a backup of the SD card with a registry of what’s on it. I 

copy the SD card to a folder, and open up a program called “Picasa 3”. Picasa 3 is freeware 

available from Google. It is perfect for processing the pictures. 

I open up the file In Picasa and process the pages one by one following these steps:  

brightness correction (using auto-contrast or “I’m feeling lucky” buttons), straightening, cropping, 

and finally watermarking with the reference number. This may seem trivial, but anyone using the 

document for a serious purpose (schoolwork or historical text) has to provide this reference.  

Once a diary has been cropped and marked, I convert the separate JPEG’s to a single PDF 

using a free online tool called “smallpdf.com” and store the merged document with the original 

cropped JPEG’s. I then take merged PDF to smallpdf.com once more and use the “compress PDF” 

tool to reduce each document to the smallest usable weight. The document is then ready to send 

to by Dropbox. 

I would like to thank the following staff members at BAC-LAC for their help and truly 

professional work: Suzanne Lemaire, Louise Brazeau, Gilles Bertrand, Yannick Lacroix, Fatima 

Matar, Irene Mckenna, Aline Lea, and Erin Laidlaw. 

 


