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Discovery Challenges

Digitized microfilm
• Limited finding aids/indexes

• Limited metadata

• Limited search capabilities

• Lots of handwriting means no 
OCR, no full text search



Solution: Intelligent Character Recognition (ICR)

Uses AI to perform character recognition

Can be used on handwritten materials

Environmental scan conducted in Fall 2022



Solution: Transkribus

Produced by READ-COOP

Used by researchers/historians working with parts of the Héritage 

collection

Initial sample sent for testing
1-2% error rate for typewritten materials

5-7% error rate for handwritten materials

Next step: pilot project



Implementing: ICR Pilot Project 

• Partnership with LAC

• Full scope: 2 million images

• Began in March 2023

• Initial batch of 600K+

• Additional 500K identified

• ~1 million images to be 
identified



First Batch: Departmental Letterbooks

All are handwritten with relatively consistent writing and format

Cover a breadth of content relevant to a variety of research topics

Could benefit from ICR as they are poorly described

Time period of 1871-1929 (low risk of sensitive content)



Initial results: 

out of the box



Initial results: 

comparison of 

two models







Copy/Paste

9th March 2 With enclosure. Sir, I have 
the honor to acknowledge the receipt of 
your letter of the 25th Ultimo, enclosing 
one addressed to you by Mr John S. 
Kingston, a retired School Teacher, 
asking you to use your in flicence to get 
his pension augmented from Indian 
funds; and to inform you that, as this 
Department has no fund at its command 
for pensioning School Teachers, Mr 
Kingston's application cannot A. F. 
Davin, Esqr. Ottawa Ont



Early Results

“In the last few weeks, I’ve been noticing more keyword hits for 
Letterbook volumes in recent Héritage searches, including a couple new 
finds that were super helpful for developing specific claims for First 
Nations.”

  ̶  Mark Werner, First Peoples Law



Current Status/Next Steps

• Over 300K transcribed images online

• 400K with READ-COOP

• 500K in process of being exported

• 1 million additional to be identified



Let’s talk ICR!

• AIMLComm Mattermost

• Intelligent Character Recognition channel

https://mattermost.scholarsportal.info/aimlcomm/channels/intelligent-character-recognition


Thank you!!!
jfriedman@crkn.ca
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