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Seeing, Saving, and Remembering Barnardo’s Children:  
Technologies of Access and Preservation in Historical Research

Nina Lager Vestberg

Abstract: This essay explores how photography and digitization have shaped access to and preservation 
of key sources of the historical phenomenon of child migration from the UK to Canada, as organized by 
Barnardo’s charity. It examines two case studies illustrating how stakeholders in the history of Barnardo’s 
have adopted digital technologies and networks to ensure the continued preservation and dissemination of 
photographic sources of that history. Focusing on the significance of digital tools in the process of researching 
case studies, this discussion opens up broader questions of the role of access and preservation technologies 
in transnational historical research.

Résumé : Ce texte explore la manière dont la photographie et la numérisation ont façonné l’accessibilité et 
la préservation de sources clés sur l’émigration d’enfants du Royaume-Uni vers le Canada pilotée par l’or-
ganisme de bienfaisance Barnardo. Il examine deux études de cas illustrant la manière dont les acteurs de 
l’histoire de Barnardo ont adopté les technologies et les réseaux numériques pour assurer la préservation et 
la diffusion pérennes de sources photographiques. En se concentrant sur l’importance des outils numériques 
dans la démarche de recherche dans les études de cas, le texte soulève des questions plus larges sur le rôle des 
technologies d’accessibilité et de préservation dans la recherche historique transnationale.

Keywords: Archives, Barnardo’s, Child migration, Digitization, Photography, Preservation technologies

“History,” according to the historian Emma Rothschild, “changes discontinuously 
with the technologies of listening, seeing, saving, and remembering.”1 The adoption 
of some new technology of inscription, such as writing or photography, or storage, 
such as filing cabinets and databases, can effect both sudden and gradual change in 
the production as well as the interpretation of historical records. The work of history 
does not rely exclusively on technologies of recording and preservation, of course; it is 
equally dependent on those that enhance the abilities of historians to see and listen in 
the present. For instance, the installation of electric light in public libraries around the 
turn of the twentieth century greatly improved the conditions for reading and writing 
outside daylight hours. A century or so later, the establishment of online repositories 
of digitized archival records began to eliminate physical presence as a requirement of 
archival research. Both these technological developments made the contents of libraries 
and archives accessible to new audiences who would previously have been prevented 
from using them, and exemplify how technologies of access affect how, when, and by 
whom the work of historical research can be undertaken.

Photography and digitization are two technologies that have afforded new ways of 
seeing and saving, across time as well as space. In this essay I explore how these technol-
ogies have shaped access to and preservation of key sources to a specific topic in modern 
Canadian history: the emigration of children from the UK promoted and coordinated 

83 | Scientia Canadensis Vol 44 No 1 2022



84 | Nina Lager Vestberg Seeeing, Saving, and Remembering Barnardo’s Children

Canadian Science & Technology Historical Association www.cstha-ahstc.ca L’Association pour l’histoire de la science et de la technologie au Canada

by the Barnardo’s charity. First set up in London, England by philanthropic agent 
Thomas Barnardo in 1866, the organization ran schools and residential care homes 
for poor or destitute children for more than a century.2 From the 1880s to the 1960s it 
also organized the emigration of thousands of British children to overseas dominions 
including Canada and Australia.3 From early on, Barnardo the philantropist displayed 
technological foresight in the use of photography for recordkeeping and fundraising 
purposes. The charity he founded routinely produced, stored, and circulated photo-
graphic images of children admitted to its care, eventually amassing a photographic 
archive of around 500,000 images. Barnardo’s also made use of a range of photo-re-
productive media technologies, from printed periodicals to mass-produced cards, in 
order to promote its purpose. As a result, there exists a vast and distributed corpus of 
photographic and printed records that testify, not just to the historical practices of the 
charity, but to the specific role of photographic technologies in the management and 
promotion of those activities.

Barnardo’s photographic legacies are of enduring significance to those affected by 
the charity’s past practices, whether as children emigrated through its offices or as 
descendants of those child migrants. This essay is structured around two case stud-
ies that illustrate how self-perceived stakeholders in the history of Barnardo’s and its 
role in child migration have strategically adopted digital technologies and networks 
to ensure and enable the continued preservation and dissemination of photographic 
sources to that history. The first case is an illustrated magazine published by Barnardo’s 
in Canada in the 1890s, copies of which have been digitized and made available to a 
general audience online through the voluntary work of local historians and descend-
ants of child migrants (Fig. 1). The second case centres on a digitization project at 
Barnardo’s London, UK headquarters in the 2010s, which gave rise to online protests 
from archivists and descendants worldwide when it was rumored that the organization 
intended to destroy original photographs after digitization. In the concluding discussion 
I reflect on the instrumental part that digitization has played in my own approach to 
and interpretation of these sources to show how these two cases can offer larger lessons 
on the role of access and preservation technologies in transnational historical research.  

The historical phenomenon of organized child migration from the UK was predi-
cated on what historian Ellen Boucher has called “a vision of mutual development,” 
whereby children would be saved from destitution at home and instead contribute to 
the growth and prosperity of Britain’s overseas empire.4 An article advocating for the 
practice, which appeared in Longman’s Magazine in 1887, gives a flavour of the rhetoric 
that proponents used to justify it: 

To the advantages of giving these children a good education suitable for emigrants to the colonies 
would be added the advantages of placing the children beyond the reach of the evil communi-
cations which corrupt good manners.5 

As this quote illustrates, improving the lot of destitute children by offering them 
a better life abroad was just one argument in favour of child migration in the 1880s; 
another was that it supplied the colonies with homegrown stock, however compromised 
by the delinquent culture and degenerated individuals from which they purportedly 
hailed.
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This emphasis on Home Children as the bearers of a desirable genetic and cultural 
heritage is consonant with “a broadly shared British vision of families, childhood and 
the colonial future” that Laura Ishiguro has labelled “settler futurity.”6 Her concept 
encapsulates the imperialist project’s reliance upon a regular supply of children who 
could be racialized as White and British, whether they were born into settler commun-
ities in British Columbia in the 1860s or transported from the UK and distributed to 
Canadian farms, businesses, and households from the 1880s onward. Unlike the settler 
children raised among natural parents and siblings, however, Home Children were 
forced to forge new emotional bonds to replace those severed by orphanization and 
emigration. Thanks to the efforts of historians and activists, it is now widely accepted 
that child migration was harmful.7 Governments as well as charities have in recent 
decades acknowledged their historical responsibility for the practice, offering formal 
apologies and launching official inquiries in attempts to atone for injustices and abuses 
suffered by victims of child migration.8

This essay builds on the work of historians who have documented the systems and 
effects of philanthropy, residential care, and child migration in the nineteenth century.9 
It contributes to the interdisciplinary branch of that scholarship which focuses on the 
role of visual and narrative media in the work of philanthropic organizations. My 
research further expands the range of studies that have made use of Barnardo’s historical 
photographic records and publications to explore ideas not immediately associated with 
philanthropy or residental care, including representations of sexuality, race, respect-
ability, and spectacle in the Victorian period.10 Thematically, it also extends a strand 
of scholarship that has specifically addressed the enduring impact of the organization’s 

Figure 1. British Home Children in Canada website. Screengrab 17 January 2022.
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photographic practices.11 Like those earlier studies, this article is based on visual and 
textual records produced by or about Barnardo’s that have been created, stored, and 
made available for study through the technologies of photography, photo-mechanical 
printing, and, more recently, digitization. My analysis is grounded in ideas about 
materiality that, since the early 2000s, have gained traction in the field of photography 
studies, and which seek to “read” the technological origins and material properties of 
photographs as sources of meaning in their own right.12 

Barnardo’s and the Uses of Photography 

When Thomas Barnardo first introduced photography into his philanthropic mission, 
the technology was deployed as a tool of both administration and advertising. As a 
recording device, the camera provided a means of processing and preserving infor-
mation about children admitted to the charity’s many homes. As a picture-making 
instrument, it helped to craft persuasive visual representations of the kind of trans-
formation that Barnardo’s could effect in those children’s lives. While it is unclear how 
early Barnardo began using photography as part of the admission process for destitute 
children, by the early 1870s it appears to have been standard practice to make a photo-
graphic portrait to accompany the information recorded on each child’s individual 

“History Sheet.” The accumulated pictorial record numbers in the tens of thousands of 
photographs, with as many as “21,000 for the period 1875-1900 alone,” according to 
historian Clare Rose.13

Writers John Tagg and Seth Koven have rightly situated Barnardo’s use of photog-
raphy within the nineteenth-century discourses on surveillance and control of the poor 
and criminal classes.14 This connection was first explicitly made in a 1974 exhibition of 
photographs from the Barnardo’s archives at the National Portrait Gallery in London.15 
In the book that accompanied the exhibition, curator Valerie Lloyd cited Barnardo’s 
own statements about the benefit of photographic records in allowing, for example, the 
police to identify “boys and girls guilty of criminal acts, such as theft, burglary or arson,” 
although the primary purpose of recording “the exact likeness of each child” was to 
help “trace the child’s future career” in a more benevolent sense.16

Children admitted to Barnardo’s were photographed in carte-de-visite format, a 
material form that was both convenient for archival storage and easy to reproduce for 
advertising purposes. The cartes-de-visite might be furnished with a text or story at the 
back, and either given out for free to members of the ragged classes whom the charity 
wished to recruit, or sold to a middle-class audience to raise funds to support Barnardo’s 
homes.17 Such photographs provided a tangible token of charitable patronage, even at 
the relatively small scale of buying one or two cards at sixpence apiece.18 In the case of 
photographs showing destitute children, one can imagine that they carried an addi-
tional emotional charge when juxtaposed with the well-fed and -clothed children of a 
middle-class family’s own photo album. 

Inside the Barnardo’s homes, meanwhile, the albums of children’s portraits also 
served to construct a family history of sorts. For each residential home, the portrait 
album “was a way of keeping its history as a family, a kind of practical genealogical 
record, a line of descent,” as Alec McHoul has noted.19 Photographic portraits were, 
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in this respect, “a means of creating ancestors for those yet to come as Barnardo boys 
and girls.”20 The ritual of the standardized entry photograph, and the preservation of 
this portrait among scores of identically-produced others, had the effect of “merging...
into a common” the individual identities that Barnardo’s children had held outside the 
context of the institution.21 As we shall see, however, many of these children would go on 
to use the medium of the photographic portrait actively in constructing and circulating 
a visual expression of their individual identity after leaving the institution.

Around the same time that he established the practice of making entry photographs, 
Barnardo also began commissioning “before” and “after” images of children for fund-
raising and recruitment purposes.22 This practice was controversial, and formed part 
of a complex of accusations launched against Barnardo by “a transitory cabal” of rival 
actors in philanthropy, which came to a head in an arbitration hearing at the Institu-
tion of Surveyors in London in 1877.23 It is beyond the scope of this study to examine 
the arbitration in any detail, save to note that among the myriad charges made by his 
accusers, the one that attracted the most attention was the claim that the photographs 
which he distributed of recently-admitted children represented them as dirtier and 
more destitute than they had actually been upon admission. Perhaps unexpectedly, 
the arbitration thus became a battleground of mid-nineteenth-century conceptions of 
ethics in photography. 

Debates about Barnardo’s use of photography for charity purposes followed familiar 
arguments about the photograph as document or art. According to Koven, Barnardo 
considered such opposing views “a false dichotomy because both ways of understanding 
and using photography served his benevolent ends.”24 The philanthropic entrepreneur 
saw no conceptual conflict between using photography to create, on the one hand, a 
visual record of the physical appearance of each individual child in order to supplement 
written records about them, and, on the other hand, artistic representations of a more 
generic kind, illustrating the state that many of the children in his care were in upon 
their admission. Barnardo even had a clear system for differentiating between the two 
kinds of images, as Koven shows, furnishing individual portraits with the initials of 
the depicted person, while devising evocative captions for those “typical photographs” 
deployed for illustrative rather than documentary purposes.25 Today, both kinds of 
photographs can be analyzed as “working objects in their own time,” with the same 
status, function, and power as other primary historical sources.26 In this capacity, they 
offer equally valuable evidence of the multiple ways in which Barnardo’s exploited the 
affordances of photography as both visual medium and information technology.27

From the 1870s onward, Barnado’s created and used photographs for  a variety of 
purposes. In this respect, they conform to conceptions of archival records that have 
been developed in archival theory by Joan Schwartz and Geoffrey Yeo. Schwartz 
draws on diplomatics to argue that photographs, like all documents, must be under-
stood as “created by a will, for a purpose, to convey a message to an audience.”28 Yeo 
offers a definition of “elementary” and “aggregated” records that helps us conceive of 
photographs as “persistent representations of activities or other occurrents, created by 
participants or observers of those occurrents, or their proxies.”29 While articulated in 
slightly different ways, these approaches to archival records are similarly useful in that 
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they encompass records in virtually any format or medium, and explicitly acknowledge 
the possibility of multiple and dynamic meanings for single-medium records, as much as 
for multi-media or re-purposed ones. In the case studies that follow, these perspectives 
are useful for disentangling primary sources that are aggregated and/or repurposed in 
complex ways, and preserved and made available by means of a range of technologies, 
including photography, newsprint, microfilm, PDF, and html.

For example, a photographic negative, produced in Barnardo’s photographic studio, 
depicts a specific child posing in front of a camera operated by a particular photographer. 
The negative may afford certain kinds of evidence or information on its own, but, when 
printed (whole or cropped) and then juxtaposed with text or other images it can produce 
evidence, information, or documentation of other kinds. A print from this negative, 
placed in an album containing entry photographs of children admitted to Barnardo’s, 
inscribed with the name and age of each child, might serve the purposes of surveillance, 
investigation, and identification when perused by police officers searching for criminal 
suspects, by parents looking for a lost child, or by investors or philanthropists considering 
financial support. Combined with the history sheets giving personal details about each 
child, the admission photograph forms part of a multi-media record that documents an 
individual child’s time spent in Barnardo’s care, furnishing biographical information of 
particular interest to genealogical researchers. The same photograph can afford differ-
ent kinds of information, however, if it is viewed as part of a series of photographs taken 
by the same photographer, or in a version engraved for reproduction in the charity’s 
periodicals. In these cases, the photograph would work either in aggregate with other 
photographs, or with a printed page, to provide evidence about visual and technical 
practices at Barnardo’s, which is primarily of value to historians of media or technology. 

Ups and Downs: a Printed Social Medium and a Digitized Community Archive

Printed and illustrated periodicals, produced and distributed with the help of 
photo-mechanical mass reproduction technologies and steam-powered infrastructures, 
emerged in the nineteenth century as central to the construction of communities, 
both real and imagined, in all corners of the globe.30 In one of these corners, Toronto, 
Barnardo’s published the magazine Ups and Downs (Fig. 2) between 1895 and 1949. It 
was circulated, first monthly and then quarterly, to the “young migrants” now usually 
designated as British Home Children, who had been relocated from the UK to Canada 
at the charity’s instigation.31 Studying the visual and textual content of this magazine 
reveals that print-based media practices in late nineteenth-century Canada pre-figured 
patterns of use associated with globalized digital media in the twenty-first century. The 
periodical relied heavily on what would now be termed user-generated content, in the 
form of letters, photographs, and other contributions by readers. Historical geograph-
ers Tim Brown, Alastair Owens, Oliver Gibson, and Lesley Hoskins have shown how 
the magazine “was used as an institutional device for (re)building a sense of belonging 
to the wider Barnardo’s “family,” offering children emotional support and access to 
social networks to aid their transition to a new life in an unfamiliar land.”32 My analysis 
expands this reading to reveal Ups and Downs as a social medium in at least two senses. 
First, I point to its uses and functions that prefigure those afforded by contempor-
ary social media; second, I highlight how it preserves ancestral legacies of the Home 
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Children in the configuration of a historical social network created and sustained by 
photographic and digital imaging technologies.

In the current meaning of the term, one thinks of social media as online platforms 
where members update each other on their respective statuses, whereabouts, experiences, 
ideas, and appearances. This is precisely the sort of content that dominated Ups and 
Downs from its earliest print runs. The magazine explicitly codified its community of 
readers as “friends,” featured puzzles and quizzes, and included advertising, a crucial 
revenue stream.33 Reproductions of photographic images played a significant part in 
the journal’s appeal, whether depicting members of the extended “family” to each other, 
or reminding them of the places they were encouraged to think of as “home.”  

A typical issue from the 1890s might contain a prominently displayed reproduction of 
a well-known British landmark such as Tower Bridge or St. Paul’s Cathedral; a smatter-
ing of studio portraits of Barnardo boys and girls accompanying short reports on their 
progress in Canada; a reproduction showing “village homes” back in the UK (usually 
in the section devoted to girls), and one or two more elaborate montages of portraits 
reminiscent of Victorian photo-album designs. There might also be items on celebrities 
such as the Princess of Wales (in the girls’ section, July 1896, p. 9), or on agricultural or 
industrial topics, such as coffee-growing in Brazil (in the boys’ section, February 1896, 

Figure 2. Ups and Downs magazine digital resource, PDF view via Scribd. British Home Children in Canada. Screengrab 
17 January 2022. 
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p. 13). In more elaborate image displays, such as an assemblage of portraits reproduced 
in the January 1896 issue (Fig. 3), the magazine borrowed graphic elements from 
contemporary album designs to inscribe its “friends” into a visual template associated 
with social and familial network-building. Correspondents and subscribers evidently 
took part in both identity-making and remembrancing, two of the key functions of social 
media at any time in history, as Lee Humphreys has argued.34 Many of the functions 
fulfilled by a paper periodical such as Ups and Downs were, in short, broadly the same as 
those performed by digital social media today. The magazine’s affordances as a social 
medium were nevertheless defined by the same technologies and infrastructures that 
shaped all nineteenth-century print media.

Time is the crucial factor here. The magazine must have relied on railway, water, 
and road transportation not only for distribution across its huge territory, but also 
for incoming correspondence from contributors, without whose personal content the 
publication would probably not have had the same appeal for its subscribers. There 
would have been a significant delay, first between the posting of news from readers and 
its reception at the editorial office in Toronto, and then between the paper’s printing 
and its distribution in Ontario, its main catchment area, as well as into Manitoba and 
beyond. Although advances in transportation technologies meant that, by the late 
nineteenth century, mass-reproduced print commodities were able to circulate faster 
than ever before, by twenty-first-century standards, the news was old by the time it 
reached its audience.35 Similarly, a printed periodical did not afford the audience a 
way to demonstrate its reaction to the news instantly, in the form of comments or likes. 
The editorial comments that accompany submitted portraits nevertheless performed 
some of those functions by proxy, anticipating what readers and friends of the depicted 
person might think or say about them, and, in a manner of speaking, pre-moderating 
those comments, making sure only positive feedback found its way into print.

The proliferation of visual material in Ups and Downs exemplifies how photographic 
images were incorporated into the social aspects of print culture at an early stage, not 
least in communication media that sought to keep distant communities and people in 
touch with each other.36 From its earliest print-runs in 1895 and 1896, photographic 
reproductions were among the key attractions of Ups and Downs for subscribers. This 
suggests that, aside from the well-documented official uses of photography within 
Barnardo’s (such as the before-and-after images that helped finance its philanthropic 
work) photographic images served important uses among Barnardo boys and girls in 
their new homes scattered around the empire. More likely than not, their first experience 
of being photographed would have been when they were admitted to a home, a poten-
tially traumatic event in the lives of many of these children. And yet, after emigration, 
children would either be taken to the photographer again, or would go themselves, 
probably for the same reasons that people had their portraits taken in the late nineteenth 
century: to show off nice clothes (even if they were borrowed from the photographer); 
to accompany an optimistic letter home; to give as a souvenir to friends or relatives or 
potential partners. In the case of Barnardo’s boys and girls in Canada, it could also have 
been a motivation to appear in Ups and Downs with a new “profile picture.”
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Figure 3. Facsimile from Ups and Downs January 1896, p. 5.

The popular and conveniently small formats of carte-de-visite and cabinet-card 
portraits, produced in assembly-line fashion by presenting sitters in standardized 
settings or against painted backdrops, made it easy to construct a more socially elevated 
persona for oneself, at least in purely visual terms. Photographic studios provided not 
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only glamorous backdrops and bourgeois furniture against which to pose, but could 
also furnish outfits to match, whether one wanted to look more impressive and well-off, 
or dress up in a costume. For the same reasons that people today might post a selfie to 
a social media account to show (or show off) a new self, readers of Ups and Downs might 
have sent in their carte-de-visite portraits in order for them to circulate and meet with 
approval within a wide but nevertheless limited circle of virtual and real-life friends.

The magazine was clearly aimed to keep Barnardo’s and the children it had fostered 
in contact with each other. The use of photographically derived portraits and views of 
homes to feed a certain kind of nostalgia among its former inhabitants was yet another 
a way of emulating the social and emotional functions of a family album.37 We recall 
that McHoul identified the creation of ancestors for Barnardo children yet to come as 
a key purpose of the portrait albums kept in the charity’s homes. Similarly, the social 
medium of Ups and Downs displayed the likenesses, experiences, and accomplishments 
of Home Children who had gone before to child migrants newly arrived in Canada. 
Like younger siblings witnessing the milestones of older brothers and sisters commem-
orated in a family album, and imagining how their own achievements would be photo-
graphically captured in due course, recent arrivals might find in the pages of Ups and 
Downs a source of pride in the attainment of their elders as well as examplars to model 
or visualize their own future progress. 

The context in which the periodical was read and its pictures viewed in the 1890s 
was, of course, more likely to resemble the individual reading of a newspaper than the 
gathering of a family around a photographic album. In this respect, Ups and Downs was 
probably more instrumental in enabling Home Children to imagine themselves as a 
community rather than a family, as any reader of Benedict Anderson would acknow-
ledge. For boys and girls widely dispersed—each on their own—on farms and in 
households across the vast territories of Canada, the printed and photo-mechanically 
illustrated periodical sought to construct a particular sense of an “imagined community” 
among Home Children. Regular reports from the “old” country, pointedly illustrated 
by images of talismanic sites, emphasized the Britishness of Barnardo children and 
intimated a privileged connection to the heart of empire. This was entirely in line with 

“a broader social trend” identified by Murdoch, in which “notions of imperial citizenship 
stressed poor children’s direct link and ensuing responsibility to the nation.”38

This technologically enabled entanglement of childhood and empire came to the fore 
in an editorial comment from June 1896, which recounted reactions the editors had 
received from readers to one particular photograph, depicting members of the Barnar-
do’s Home Band (Fig. 4). The picture had been reproduced in the previous issue, in the 
front-page slot usually reserved for British monuments, and accompanied an account 
of the first ship of that summer’s sailing season taking a new cohort of Barnardo’s boys 
from England to Canada. In the next issue, published one month later, the regular 
editorial column “Here and There” noted that while the editors knew their readers 
appreciated the architectural views of historic English sites, which had graced most of 
the front pages so far,

[o]ur reproduction of last month, “The Home Band,” was a change, and without any disparage-
ment of our boys’ patriotic interest in the national landmarks of Old England, we must say that 
the change seems to have given intense satisfaction all round. …Of course those forming the 
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band, as seen in our reproduction, are not those [who] played the ’87 party out of Euston station: 
but it was the band, the well-known uniform with its attractive facings, the same or apparently 
the same instruments, and it was certainly the same Mr. Davis as of yore; and a wall of the same 
old Home formed the background. No wonder that our photograph…struck a tender chord in 
the hearts of so many of our boys.39

Figure 4. Facsimile from Ups and Downs, May 1896, p. 1
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The editorial comment suggests that the image of the band stood metonymically for 
the Barnardo’s “family” in its entirety, with the background wall “of the same old Home” 
similarly representing the whole network of Barnardo’s homes and villages. Seeing this 
image in a space normally reserved for national monuments must have had a startling 
effect on readers, who were unlikely to have considered themselves sources of national 
pride on a par with historic buildings.

To more recent viewers and readers, the image and its editorial interpretation are both 
indicators of the link between Barnardo’s use of photography as philanthropic machin-
ery for turning “street arabs” into “useful and honourable citizens,” and for furthering 
the imperialist ambition of “civilization.”40 Indeed, the Barnardo’s Home Band itself 
could be read as an embodiment of the imperialist ideology that underpinned child 
migration schemes, as detailed earlier in this article. The drills, drums, and uniforms 
emulated the ceremonial and military trappings of British imperial presence, and the 
performing children’s bodies alluded to the actual “foot soldiers” of the empire.41 More 
than anything, perhaps, the editors’ comments illustrate that while Ups and Downs can 
be read as an aggregate record of the presence, lives, experiences, and concerns of 
Barnardo boys and girls in Canada, it is also a persistent representation of Barnardo’s 
promotional activities and ideological messaging.

This documentary duality is highlighted on the research website British Home 
Children in Canada, which describes Ups and Downs as “a window into the minds 
of the dominate [sic] executive personalities that controlled the organization.”42 The 
website is run by the not-for-profit organization Home Children Canada and hosts an 
online collection of magazine issues scanned from microfilm copies held by Library 
and Archives Canada (Fig. 2).43 The organization’s stated mission is to “bring the true 
stories of the British Home Children to light, maintain their memory and to reunite 
the families separated by the child migrant schemes.”44 Its associated research website 
effectively functions as a digital community archive, giving open access to digitized 
versions of a wide range of records and documents pertaining to organized child migra-
tion. Some of this material derives from the families and descendants of child migrants, 
while other documents and records have been digitized from public collections. The 
digitized versions have been produced and made available in PDF-format by volunteers 
using Scribd, a commercial platform for publication and document sharing. The Scribd 
PDF viewing application is embedded as a window in the web browser interface of the 
research website, which is hosted by another commercial platform, Weebly. The PDFs 
have not been furnished with a layer for optical character recognition (OCR), and, as 
a consequence, they are not text-searchable; however, volunteers have transcribed the 
names of all children mentioned in each issue, and these are displayed alongside the 
PDF versions on the website.45

The use of commercial online platforms that offer basic functionalities free of charge 
is a clear sign of the limited financial and technical resources that volunteers have had at 
their disposal when digitizing the microfilmed print runs of Ups and Downs. The priori-
tization of name transcription, rather than creation of OCR layers to enable searching 
across all kinds of text, likewise indicates that this aggregated digitized record has been 
considered first and foremost a signficant archival source for genealogical research and 
memory work by the community of Home Children families and descendants.
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In this respect, the British Home Children in Canada website exemplifies the growth 
of community archives from around the turn of the millennium, when “the advent of the 
Web and its democratic promise” seemed to galvanize an already “surging interest in 
personal and family history, increased awareness of and frustration with absences in and 
biases of the historical record.”46 One powerful motivation behind digitized community 
archives is to to take back control over the records of ancestors from the institutions that 
captured them, by exploiting the affordances of digitization as a technology of access as 
well as preservation. An unintended consequence of open-access, digitized community 
archives, however, is that they also attract the interest of historians and scholars who 
are otherwise unfamiliar with the local historical and community contexts that have 
produced these archives.

Writing on “the coinciding digitized and transnational turns” in historical scholar-
ship, Lara Putnam has warned that instant access to all kinds of archival sources from 
anywhere enables historians in general, and those with privileged access to digitized 
resources in particular, “to publish about places they have never been and may know 
very little about.”47 I largely concur with Putnam that the all-too-ready availability 
of digitized sources encourages what she calls “drive-by transnationalism,” whereby 
researchers produce an appearance of comprehensive scholarship by superficially 
consulting a large number of far-flung sources rather than conducting in-depth and 
on-site study in local archives. The rapid and largely uncritical adoption of digitized 
research practices since the early 2000s — with a concomitant decline in available 
funding for time-consuming archival research trips— nevertheless means that historical 
inquiry is increasingly limited to sources that have been digitized.48 This dilemma also 
arises, as Alex Poole has noted, in the otherwise counter-hegemonic sphere of commun-
ity archives, where there is a risk of “a handful of community archives dominating the 
resource representational landscape at the expense of those lacking resources.”49 As 
access to the physical archives of Barnardo’s in the UK has become increasingly diffi-
cult to negotiate— for reasons I will soon address— the user-friendly online repository 
of Ups and Downs may come to sustain a larger proportion of future research into the 
organization than might otherwise have been the case.

Certainly, the convenient availability of the Ups and Downs collection in the digital 
community archives of British Home Children in Canada has been instrumental 
in enabling me, a UK-trained photo historian based in Norway with no personal or 
professional affiliations to Canada, to pursue this research on the topic of photography 
and child migration. It was, moreover, another online community that first drew my 
attention to this subject: the specialist forum British Photographic History, which invites 

“information and discussion on all aspects of British photographic history,” and draws 
engagement from both professionals and amateurs in the field.50 In 2013, an item about 
an ongoing digitization project at Barnardo’s archives in the UK was posted on this 
forum, which suggested that Barnardo’s was considering destroying original photo-
graphic records in its archives once they had been digitized by an external contractor.51 
The story was soon picked up by charity sector websites and elicited strong reactions 
in social media, not just from photo historians and archivists, but also from members 
of the globally dispersed community of descendants from Barnardo’s children. In this 
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case, which I explore in the next part of this essay, the traumatic legacy of child migra-
tion appeared to work as a powerful accelerant on more broadly held concerns about 
the impact of digitization practices on the long-term survival of analogue archival 
photographs.

Changing Perceptions of Barnardo’s Photographic Archives

As a publication produced by Barnardo’s to promote and support its child migration 
programme, Ups and Downs made use of photography first and foremost to fulfil its 
intended function as a medium of (imagined) community and social interaction. This 
was in line with Barnardo’s earliest uses of photography as a medium of advertising and 
fundraising. Within the daily business of the charity itself, however, photography was 
above all a medium of administration and accountability, typified in the routine produc-
tion of entry photographs. Today, the Barnardo’s archives are located in a designated 
facility in London, England. They contain around half a million images and hundreds 
of films of both administrative and promotional material, which represent “the visual 
history of the organization.”52

The status of the photographic records preserved in these archives has changed 
more than once since they were first produced and assembled. Having started out as 
administrative tools in the day-to-day running of the charity, in the 1970s Barnardo’s 
photographs attained a new visibility as both documents and illustrations of social 
history, prompted by the previously discussed 1974 exhibition at the National Portrait 
Gallery. There was a time when Barnardo’s actively promoted its photographic and 
documentary material for illustration purposes. For instance, the 1996 edition of Picture 
Researcher’s Handbook listed Barnardo’s Film and Photographic Archive among its special-
ist sources of illustration, describing its holdings as relating to “voluntary childcare and 
related social history.”53 Around the same time, a feature in the Library Review informed 
the journal’s target audience of librarians and information scientists that the Barnardo’s 
Photographic Archive was “open to researchers, historians, editors, schools, colleges 
and anyone interested in the social history of the twentieth century.”54

In the 1990s and 2000s, Barnardo’s archives furnished empirical material for import-
ant research in the fields of social history, historical geography, and dress history, 
ranging from Caroline Bressey’s work on the lives of Black people in Victorian Britain 
to Clare Rose’s analysis of sartorial signs of respectability among receivers of charity 
in London in the 1890s.55 In recent years, however, the charity has developed a more 
guarded policy towards external researchers, making it clear that its responsibilities 
are first and foremost to children and relatives of children who have been in its care. 
By the 2010s, the historical photographs preserved in Barnardo’s archives were no 
longer promoted and monetized for their value as a specialist source of illustration, as 
they were in the 1990s, but were once again considered primarily as records for use in 
internal documentation work.

The 1995 Library Review feature on the Barnardo’s archive stated that “thousands 
of former residents of Barnardo’s and their families” had by that time “been able to 
fill gaps in photo albums thanks to the charity’s policy of photographing every child 
who passed through the homes.”56 Some twenty years later, the retrieval of historical 
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photographs of children in care was no longer considered a mere matter of filling out 
the family album, but part of the organization’s duty of care to the individuals affected 
by its activities. The main purpose of the photo archive is now defined by the charity’s 
aftercare department, Making Connections, in line with its “Statement of Purpose” 
published in 2018, which describes the department’s priorities as follows: “firstly to 
manage the collection, indexing and storage of Barnardo’s child care records in its 
archive, and secondly to provide an access to records service to adults who were either 
in Barnardo’s care or adopted through Barnardo’s as children.”57 The wording of this 
statement signals a shift of emphasis away from the organization that produced the 
records and onto the individuals represented in those records. It implicitly recognizes 
the Barnardo’s archives as first and foremost a repository of personal data pertaining to 
named individuals, in contrast to the 1990s conception of its contents as documentary 
sources on childcare and social history. In short, it indicates an acknowledgement of the 
archival holdings first as material records of the lives of children, and second as “the 
product of actions and transactions” by the charity.58

This conceptual shift occurred over the course of several years and in response to 
several developments outside the organization itself. The first key event was the introduc-
tion of the UK Data Protection Act in 1998, which unambiguously conferred the status 
of personal data upon archived material such as children’s photographic portraits and 
history sheets. Barnardo’s is legally obligated to comply with this statutory framework 
for storing and managing personal data, which was recently updated in 2018.59 A further 
change in archival practices followed revelations about historical abuse across children’s 
institutions both in the UK and abroad, which came to light in the early 2010s and 
demonstrated the need to preserve historical records in the event of future investigations 
or inquiries.60 And finally, a third contributing factor was the online oppobrium over 
the digitization of Barnardo’s photographic archive in the summer of 2013.

The digitization initiative was undertaken in a bid to improve the organization’s effi-
ciency in the management of internal records. Yet it attracted the attention of activists, 
drawn both from the globally-dispersed community of Home Children descendants 
and from the worldwide professional community of photo historians and archivists, 
when rumours emerged that Barnardo’s was set to destroy original photographs after 
digitization. Although Barnardo’s was quick to deny these reports, the charity appeared 
unsure of its ability to house its historical records in an adequate manner, and in need 
of finding “a new home” for at least 210,000 of its analogue photographs.61 An online 
petition was set up by an individual in Sydney, Australia, the signatories of which 
appeared to be a mixture of historians, photo archivists, voluntary sector activists, and 
descendants of Barnardo children across the UK, Australia, and Canada.62 About ten 
days after the initial blog post that brought attention to the case,63 a short piece on the 
Amateur Photographer website reported that “interest generated by the online commotion 
may help secure the archive’s future,” and that the charity had so far received “40 offers 
to re-house part of its archive.”64 By the time the digitization project was completed in 
early 2014, Barnardo’s had also decided to repurpose one of its former children’s centres 
to enable safe and permanent storage of archival records and photographic originals 
under its own roof.65 The decisive factor appears to have been that compliance with 
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the data protection laws, cited above, effectively prohibited Barnardo’s from separating 
out the photographic materials from other records and re-housing them with another 
organization.66 Further confronted with the strength of feeling expressed online from 
a globalized community of self-identified stakeholders, the charity eventually realized 
it must preserve all its historical records within its own organization in order to fulfil 
both data protection requirements and its moral obligations towards descendants as 
well as ancestors.

Reactions to Barnardo’s digitization project posted or published online revealed that 
many of those who might be thought to benefit from improved, digitally mediated access 
to archival records were advocating — via digital platforms — for them to remain in 
place. Consider the following three “reasons for signing,”67 provided by signatories from 
three different continents, to the Change.org petition urging Barnardo’s to “find a new 
home” for its photographic archives:

“It is important for us to keep documentary evidence of social history. Dr Barnardo is an inspir-
ation for many children who still suffer today.” (Signatory A, Hereford, United Kingdom)

“It is essential that original source material is preserved. It always contains more information 
than the digital version.” (Signatory B, Lewisham, Australia)

“My grandfather was a Barnardo’s child” (Signatory C, Ontario, Canada)

Signatories A and B expressed the typical viewpoints of historians and archivists, who 
from a professional perspective appreciate the value of documents and records in their 
original formats and contexts. Signatory C, meanwhile, was one of several supporters 
of the petition to cite their grandfather’s background from Barnardo’s as their reason for 
signing. For these descendants, maintaining the relation between the analogue parent 
holdings and their digital offspring may have assumed a loaded significance because 
the photographs in question were records of children who had been either orphaned or 
removed from their original and family contexts.

From this perspective, digitizing and then destroying perhaps the one material 
artefact that remained in England with a direct connection to thousands of Canadian 
British Home Children might be conceived as repeating the acts and compounding the 
harms of orphanization and migration, only this time with pictures rather than people. 
For descendants, Barnardo’s plans (or lack of them) for the photo archive suggested that 
the organization which had exerted a lasting hold on their ancestors’ lives was not to be 
trusted with preserving their photographic remains. 

A notable aspect of the online controversy was that members of the public appeared to 
mobilize against digital technologies of preservation by making use of digital technolo-
gies of access. I consider this an unusual manifestation of what Nanna Bonde Thylstrup 
calls “the politics of mass digitization,” which since the early 2000s has been shaping 
both experiences and expectations of technologically mediated access to the contents 
of archives, libraries, and museums.68 Grounded in the conception of digitization as a 

“moral imperative,” this mainstream politics deploys the rhetoric of “democratization” 
and “access” to oblige institutions to ensure the immediate and (seemingly) unmediated 
availability of cultural, scientific, and historical records regardless of physical location or 
personal accreditation.69 It can also be couched in the language of liberation, as recently 
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illustrated in promotional material about Library and Archives Canada’s digital policy, 
where the conversion of “documents, films, paintings, photographs, music into digital 
form” is said to ensure that “they are no longer the prisoner of their original form.”70 
Yet the petition to preserve the Barnardo’s photographic originals after digitization 
demonstrated that stakeholders can hold archives accountable and responsible for the 
safeguarding of historical records in their original, material forms, regardless of whether 
their informational content is considered to be adequately preserved through reproduc-
tion in digital formats. The web-enabled mobilization of Home Children descendants 
also indicated how the digital access and preservation technologies of today can provide 
the means by which to salvage and re-create something of the family and community 
connections that Barnardo’s had sought to construct among the children in its care 
using earlier photographic and printing technologies. 

Concluding Reflections

The two case studies explored in this essay exemplify a number of ways in which 
digital technologies of access and preservation have been enlisted for the purposes of 
seeing and saving photographic sources to the historical phenomenon of child migration. 
In both cases, stakeholders outside the organizations that hold the original sources – 
Library and Archives Canada, in the case of the Ups and Downs magazine copies, and 
Barnardo’s, in the case of the archival photographs— have been instrumental either in 
extending access to these sources in the present or in ensuring that they are preserved for 
the future. In doing so, they have made use of digital platforms that have been designed 
not for the purposes of research or archival preservation, but rather to encourage online 
engagement, whether in the form of content consumption, discussion, or campaigning.

In the first case, British Home Children in Canada’s dissemination of digitized 
microfilm copies of Ups and Downs by means of the Scribd platform, accompanied by 
lists of personal names manually transcribed from each issue, functions as a community 
archives that derives its sources from material originally collected and still preserved 
by a public institution. While serving the interests of former Home Children and their 
descendants, the volunteers behind the website are also providing a service to a trans-
national community of professional researchers who will make other kinds of discoveries 
through this digitized repository than those likely to be made by its main target users.

In my analysis of the magazine, I have argued that Ups and Downs in the 1890s 
functioned as a social medium for its original readers and contributors, thanks to the 
particular affordances of photography and photomechanical printing as technologies 
of seeing across space as well as time. Recalling Rothschild’s idea that history changes 
along with the technologies we use to study it, however, this interpretation has no doubt 
been shaped by the current-day technologies of seeing that I have been employing to 
access the magazine. The affinities between this printed periodical and an online social 
medium seemed obvious when consulting the pages of Ups and Downs on a networked 
laptop at home or in the office, through the same web browser that is used for checking 
status updates and profile pictures on Facebook. Yet they might not have been equally 
discernable had I been in a library reading room leafing through paper copies or turn-
ing the handles on a microfilm reader. Working from digitized documents and records 
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means working from sources that have first been dislocated from their original material 
supports, and then exiled from “the documentary universe in which [they] circulated 
and generated meaning,” as Schwartz has noted.71 And as my reading of Ups and 
Downs suggests, the networked environment of a digital repository constitutes another 
documentary universe, in which digitized surrogates circulate in different spheres and 
thereby generate new meanings.

In the second case, archival activists, who were concerned about the potential loss of 
original photographs after Barnardo’s digitization project was completed, harnessed 
the power of social media to drum up sufficient engagement to influence the charity’s 
decision making. The petition did not raise the question of access to digitized surrogates, 
but was solely aimed at ensuring that the analogue, emulsion-based originals remained 
intact. This was in other words less an example of the effects that digitization has had on 
the study of history than of the impact that digital activism can have on the preservation 
of historical source material. Writing up this brief episode of activism as a case – in the 
sense of “a problem-event that has animated some kind of judgement”72 – has neverthe-
less required its own process of historical research, based on born-digital sources that 
have only partially been preserved, less than a decade after they were created.

This highlights perhaps the most urgent aspect of the observation that history chan-
ges discontinuously with its technologies; namely, that the production of digital records 
far outstrips the systems and capacities in place to preserve them. For this reason, as 
Rothschild sees it, the records created in the present are “closer to oblivion” than those 
which have already been preserved for hundreds of years.73 The purpose and appeal of 
digitizing analogue sources – whether photographs, magazines, or public records – is to 
make persistent representations of the past easily accessible in the present through the 
most up-to-date technologies of seeing, saving, and remembering. If representations of 
our own present are to be made persistent and accessible into the future, however, we 
must ourselves remember to preserve the relevant technologies.
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