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 “Imagine a country where every citizen has the opportunity to access the sum of its 

cultural heritage online; a country able to harness the will and energy of every library, archive, 

gallery, museum, historical society or institute of record to create a comprehensive collection of 

digital resources for the benefit of its citizens; a country committed to eliminating barriers of 

access, not only physical but geographical. Through the work of our organization, that country is 

Canada.” 

– from the Canadiana.ca website 

 

Canadiana.ca is a non-profit website filled with historical and genealogical information 

that is available at no charge to users. It has material not found on the established genealogy sites 

– yet it is underused. 

 

The Canadiana service is made available through the Canadian Research Knowledge 

Network (CRKN), a partnership of 75 universities dedicated to expanding digital content for 

academic research. The universities have agreed to share tools and capacity, work together on 

open-source projects, and lead digital preservation. The result is a coordinated and sustained 

program to digitize Canada’s information and knowledge resources, and to provide easy online 

access to documentary resources by and about Canadians. 

 

The Canadiana collection should matter to family historians. CRKN identifies, 

catalogues, and digitizes documentary heritage — books, newspapers, periodicals, images and 

nationally-significant archival materials — in specialized searchable databases. The two main 

collections, Canadiana Online and Héritage, are both loaded with genealogical information. 

 

Héritage, the key collection for genealogists, is at heritage.canadiana.ca. It draws from 

the most popular archival microfilm collections held by Library and Archives Canada (LAC), 

with a focus on fonds from the individuals and organizations that have shaped Canada’s history. 

Politics, arts and literature, labour, military, aboriginal history, social justice and women’s 

history are particular areas of strength. 

 

More than 41 million pages of material, drawn from about a thousand collections, are 

online. Most of the Héritage collection is unique to the site, and is not available on genealogical 

websites such as Ancestry. The collections in Héritage range in size from just a few pages to a 

couple of million pages – for example, the Diaries from the Second World War. A general 

keyword search will find terms in the title, author and cataloguing notes. More collections will 

be added over the next couple of years, but the priority will be to fill gaps in the collections 

already partially online. 

 



Another goal is to make the collection more searchable through transcription of hand-

written documents and the running of printed or typed text through Optimal Character 

Recognition (OCR) software. CRKN continues to work with Library and Archives Canada to 

make the collections more useful to genealogists and other researchers. 

 

At last count, 39 collections have been at least partially OCR’d, 76 collections have had 

their Finding Aids transcribed and 12 collections have been partially or completely transcribed. 

On the home page, click on the link “what’s coming in our catalogue” (under the Héritage 

section), to find out which collections have been OCR’d, which have had their finding aids 

transcribed and which have had their text (usually handwritten) transcribed.  

 

The 39 collections at least partially OCR’d are from 811 microfilm reels. It’s a drop in 

the bucket when you consider that 24,613 reels have already been digitized and placed online. 

However, only about 40 per cent of the reels may be worth putting through OCR; the other 60 

per cent contain solely hand-written material, which would not benefit from OCR. CRKN wants 

to OCR about 10,000 reels, so it is about eight per cent of the way there. 

 

Some of the genealogical resources in the Héritage collection: 

 

• Upper Canada (Ontario) Land Books 

• Early census records for Upper Canada (Ontario) 

• British Home Children juvenile inspection reports 

• War of 1812 pension files as well as claims for losses incurred during the fighting 

• Perth (Ontario) Military Settlement (post War of 1812) 

• Militia registers of officers for both Upper and Lower Canada (Ontario and Quebec), as 

well as nominal rolls and paylists 

• Kingston (Ontario) Penitentiary records (for your relatives, surely not mine) 

• Immigration Branch files, taken from almost 600 reels of microfilm 

• Parish registers from the old Public Archives of Canada collection 

• Newfoundland and Labrador church records 

• Parish records from Manitoba, mainly in relation to Métis claims 

• South African (Boer) War land grant applications 

• Western land grants (mainly for Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta) 

• Chinese immigration registers 

• Indian Affairs records 

 

Canadiana Online, the second major collection, has books, magazines, annual reports, 

city directories and government publications, most published before 1925, as well as a small, but 

growing, collection of newspapers. New material is being added every month. The collection has 

more than 230,000 publications from more than 95,000 book and serial titles. In total, Canadiana 

Online has 19 million pages. About 1.6 million of those pages – less than ten per cent – are 

available on Ancestry as the result of a deal made several years ago.  

 

Canadiana Online’s post-1900 genealogically-rich material that was not shared with 

Ancestry includes family histories, memoires, church and school histories, local histories, and 

more. Interesting material might be found in unlikely sources. For instance, sessional papers of 



the legislative assemblies – the annual reports of departments and boards – often mention 

members of the public. Board of Education reports might discuss students and teachers by name. 

Other government reports mentioned prisoners or hospital patients by name. 

 

Periodicals often contain biographical material. One such periodical, Ups and Downs, 

contains a wealth of information on the Barnardo home children who were sent to Canada from 

England to be raised by Canadian families. 

 

Canadiana Online includes three “Featured Collections,” including Monographs, Serials 

and Government Publications. 

 

• Monographs: These primary materials explore a wide range of subjects and disciplines, 

and span three and a half centuries of Canadian documentary history. Topics range from major 

historical events to the development of institutions, laws and science; from Canadian literature to 

philosophical treatises; from agriculture to politics, trade and tariffs. With more than 85,000 

titles, Monographs will be the most comprehensive full-text searchable set of historical 

monographs available for the study of Canada.  

 

• Serials: Periodicals, Annuals and Newspapers: This collection has a wide range of daily 

and weekly newspapers, specialized journals and mass-market magazines, as well as city 

directories, almanacs, and annual reports from churches, schools, clubs, social organizations and 

corporations. Specialized publications include trade or industry journals as well as many men’s, 

women’s, student’s and children’s popular magazines. Early periodicals offer a record of thought 

and opinion on diverse issues. Illustrated journals open a captivating window onto early 

Canadian society and culture through articles, advertisements, cartoons, drawings and 

photographs. 

 

• Government Publications: More than 1.7 million pages of historical pre-1920 colonial, 

provincial and federal government documents, including government acts, bills, committee 

reports, court rules, debates, journals, ordinances, official publications from France and Great 

Britain, sessional papers, regulations, royal commission reports, voter’s lists and treaties. 

 

The Canadiana collection also includes Public Collections, which has seven newspapers, 

with six from Ontario and one from Alberta. In time, it will contain contributions from libraries, 

archives, museums, and societies that wish to have material made freely available online in a 

cost-efficient manner. The initial collections have are from the Mississauga Public Library, just 

west of Toronto in Ontario, and the Brooks Public Library in rural Alberta. This collection is 

found at pub.canadiana.ca. 
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