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howto convertyouroldhomemoviesfromtapeandcinefilm
Weexplain
yourmemories
intodigitalformatsso youcanpreserve
for yearsto come
'i '

"!'' ome moviesarean excellentway to
.. ;- capturepreciousnemories. Theyare
i
i simpleto makeusinga digitai camcorder,
;
,,,;i- or the video-recordingfunction of a digital
"a
cameraor smartphorle.The digital iormat makesit
easyto transferthesemoviesto a computer,or online,
for sharingwith family and tiiends.
But it wasdt so long agothat home movieswere
typicallyrecordedin non-digitalformatssuchas
VHS, VideoSand Super8 film, and many of us still
haveold footagelfing around at home.Thesearchives
oftenprovide a rvelcomeglimpsedown our personal
memory lanes;someevenhavewider historicalvalue.
Viewing thesevideosisn'taseasyasit oncewas
and often requiresspecialistequipment,suchas
a proiectorfor lilm, or the original camcorderfor
analoguevideo tapes.Theseanalogueformatsalso
tend to degradeover time and evenstoringthern
safelydoesnt guaranteethat they'll last.
One way to preserveyour personalhistory is to
make digital copiesof your {ilms and videos- on
a DVD, for example.In this articlewe expiorehow
you can get Super8 and other film formatsdigitised,
and show you horr we helped to savefilms belonging
to two Which? members'families.And, you can find
a step-by-stepguide on how to makedigital copies
ofanaloguevideo tapes(seep26).
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'cine
fihnl This is
You may be familiar with the term
a generalterm that you can applylooselyto a variety
film tbrmats.Many dift'erentt)?es
of non-professional
of cine film havebeenusedover the vears;black and
n'hite or colour,somesilL'ntand somenot.
Pre-1960s,most home movie camerasusedeither
i6mm or standard8mm film. The Srnmwasmore
popularasit wascheaperand lessbulky.In 1965,
Kodak launchedan 8mm tbrmat calledSuper8, which
quickiv becamethe de factohome fiim fornat due to
its improvedpicturequalityand convenientcartridgebasedloadingsystem.Kodak still producesand
processes
Super8 lilm today.A 50-foot(approximately
three-minute)colour Super8 cartridgecurrentlycosts
around€15at Amazon,thoughyou will, of course,
needa Super8 camerain order to recordmoviesonto it.
As with still photographicslides,movie iilms are
exposedduring filming and then needto be processed
in a lab beforeyou can view them on a projector.
Unfortunately,viewing and editingfilm can easily
damageit. Projectinga spoolof film can exposeit to
dustor fingerprints,
fol example.Fvetttrt,rse..t ( ral)kv '
projectorcould scraichthe filrn cr mangleit asit is fed
throughthe mechanism.
Evenifyour reelsoffilm havebeenuntouchedby
human hand,don t assumethat they aresaf'e;film is
incrediblydelicateand simplystoringit incorrectlycan
ii :-;: i.*ai ii'tui.ii,; i+
lead to irrevocabledamage.The idealcondition is a cool
Many families,including Which?Compufingmembers
dark placewith low relativehumidity.Keepit in a place
StephenChawkeand Amreen Kapasi-Chawke
from
that'stoo hot and the film can warp. Storeit somewhere
Leedsand Garv and BiancaCrichardfrom Ilchester,
which is too damp and it can sufferfrom waterdamage
'eat'
haveold films that havegoneunseenfor several
the emulsion
or a type of mould that can actually
decades.
In Gary and Biancascase,theyhad a coilection on the film. Heat or damp can causesomefilms to
of 30 three-inchreelsand one 400-footreelof family
releaseaceticacid.which can resultin discolouration
'vinegar
memorieswhich had satin the loft for 30 years.
syndrome'
and shrinkage.This is known as
Stephenand Amreen,meanwhile,had inherited
vinegarysmell.In
on accountof the accompanying
three reelsof film from Amreent latefatherin the
severecasesthesetypesofdamagecan renderthe
early 1980s.They knew that the reelscontained
film completelyunviewable.
sometest fbotagefrom a Bollyr,vood-style
movie
Thosewho own film that originatesliom before1950
hed beenrvorkingon, but they wereafraidto
shouldtreat it asa hazardousrnaterial.Older lilm stocr
evenopen the canistersfor fearof ruining the film.
containsnitrates,which arechemicallyunstableand
22 June2O12
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highly flammable.Nitrate film needsto be stored in
very specificconditionsin order to remain safe.Ifyou
believeyou may haveany film from this period, then
we recommendcontactingyour locai film archiveas
soon aspossible(seebelow).

Convertingto digital

Ifs vital

to store
cinefilm
in theright
conditions

Thereare a number of ways to transfer film to a
digital format. Thosewho still own a working projector
can simplyprojectthe film and re-film it on a tripodmounted digital camcorderas it playsback. However,
techniqueslike this rarelyyield satisfactoryresults.
As Ian Litchfield, technical director of transfer studio
TimelessMoments explains,one of the big issuesis the
frame rate differencebetweencine film camerasand
'Unless
modern TVs.
the frame rateis exactlymatched
there will be a horrible flicker acrossthe screen,'he says.
Home conversionsalsotend to suffer from focus issues.
washed-outcolours and a bright flare in the centre
of the image,where the projector bulb is brightest.
You can buy specialisthome conversiondevicessuch
asthe Hama Telescreen
Videotransfer(€75,www.hama.
co.uk/003012)but thesedont alwaysguaranteesuccess,
either.Gary Crichard had attemptedto use a similar
transfer box to convert his own films back in the
1990s,but he discoveredthat 'the processwas long
and frustrating, with a relativelypoor end result.'

Film archives
An alternativeis to contact one of a number of
local film archivesdotted around the couritry
(fi nd your nearestat http://fi lmarchives.org.uk/
filmarchiveforum/members,htm), your local film
archivemay be ableto provide you with the means
to view your film. Better still, it may offer to convert
the film free ofcharge.

Preserving
thepast
Digiialformatsare lessprone
to damagethananalogue
video
andfilmbuttheyaren'tinvincible.
Youcan expecta carefully
maintained
DVDto lastfor
anythingup to 100years.
Exposure
to sunlight,
extreme
temperatures
andadhesives
can,however,drastically
reduce
a disc'slifespan.
Similarly,
harddiskdrivescansufferfrom
mechanical
failure.
As such.
it'svitalto makeyour backup
copiesof anycine filmtransfers.
Anotherfactorto consideris
that,just likethe analogueformats
that precededit, DVDmayone
241 June2Q12

day becomean obsoleteformat.
So,if you'reusinga professional
transfercompanyto makea
film-to-DVD
conversion,
it is often
advisable
to askthemto provide
the rawfootageas a computerfile,
whichyou cankeepas a backup
and convertintofutureformats.
Thiswillusuallycostmore.
As for DVDmoviediscs,protect
DVDsin plasticcasesand store
themsomewhere
coolanddry.
Don'twriteon your DVDswith a
penor usestickylabels.Following
thesesimpleruleswillkeepyour
discshealthyandyourmemories
safefor as longas possible.

Old films - evenpersonal recordings of famiiy
occasions- can hold somehistoricalvalueto a film
archive,particularly if the film was originally shot
in an areaofthe country coveredby the archive.
Assuming you're happy to donate your film to the
archive,it may provide you with a free DVD copy.
Bear in mind that by donating the film you would be
allowing the archiveto make its own copy and to use
the footagefor any purpose it seesfit. The archive may

offer to storethe original reelstoo; in other instances
an archivemay return the film to you once it has made
its own digital copy.
We approachedtwo local 6lm archiveson behalf
of our members.Gary and Bianca'snearestwas the
South West Film and TelevisionArchive (SWFTA)
in Plymouth. Stephenand Amreen'swas the Yorkshire
Film Archive in York, Both offered to screenthe films
in question,but in both instancesthere were issues
involved in donating and converting the footage.
In Stephenand Amreen'scase,the Yorkshire Film
Archive explained that, since the majority of their
footagewas potentially shot in London, it had little
local value and was,therefore,unlikely to meet the
archive'sdonation requirements.
When we spoketo SWTTA about Gary and Bianca's
films, we were told that ifthe footagewas deemed
suitablefor donation, then the archivewould.indeed
provide the family with a digital copy free of charge.
However,we were warned that staff shortagesand a
hugebacklog of films meant that the Crichards would
be unlikely to receivetheir copy for 12 months.
As JennieConstable,administrator at SWFTA
explained,'wearenot so much providing a serviceto
ownersof cine film, asacquiring material for heritage
purposes.Thereforewe do not offer a routine facility
to membersof the public to view their own 6.lms.But
if theywished to donatethe films we would be happy
to provide them with a viewing copyJ
However,it's still worth contacting your local archive
for adviceand, if you arerlt interestedin the contents
of your old films, you can still donate them.
www.which.co.uk
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to digital
Analogue

Commercial companies
There are severalcompaniesoffering film-to-digital
conversionsin the UK. On the high street,for example,
SnappySnaps(wwwsnaop!'snaPs.co.uk)will convert
Super 8 and other gpes of film to DVD. The process
takes about sevenworking days,during which your
branch will send the films awayto a specialiststudio.
Prices start at €35 for a single 50ft reel ofSuper 8, with
a further €8 per subsequentreel. SnappySnapsdoesnt
offer any editing or restorationservices.
For additional services,including editing, colour
correction and transferto a digital video file (suchas
AVI or MOV) or high-definition formats aswell as
DVD, you may need to take your fiim to a specialist.
There are dozensofwebsites lor companiesoffering
cine film transfer.
Somecompanieshavea mifrimum chargeper
order; this is usually low (f,25 to f,40).Thegoing
rate for converting film is between!,5 and €8 for a
straightforward transfer of a 50-foot reei of 8mm film.
The cheapercompaniestend to use a glorified version
of the DIY re-friming techniquewe mentioned earlier.
However, far superior resultscan be achievedby
companiesthat use professionaltelecinesystems
(machines speciallydesignedto convert film to
video) and digital frame rate synchronisation,
which reducesthe flicker causedby the difference
in frame rates.Check the online FAQsfor each
serviceto find out how they perform conversions.
Somecompaniesoffer free examplesof their work.
During our researchto selecta company to convert our
members' footage,we consideredseveraldifferent firms,
including Cine Conversions(www,cineconversions.
co.uk), Cine-to-DVD-Transfer (www.cine-to-dvdtransfer.co.uk) and TimelessMoatents (www.timelessmoments.co.uk),all of which usedprofessionaltelecine
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backgroundmusic not to Gary'staste.In fairness,this
wasn'tnecessarilythe company'sfault. 'The firm did its
best to find out what the films were about',saysGary,
who hadn't viewed the films for a long time.
In the end, Gary requesteda copy of the raw footage
'Rather
in AVI file format instead.
than transfer the cine
film to DVD, the cheaperand, in my view, better option
is to transfer it to a hard drivel Gary told us. He was
then ableto usefree editing software(Windows Movie
Maker) to author his own DVD. In the end, Gary was
very pleasedwith the results.
From TimelessMoments'point of view, Stephen
and Amreen'sfilms proved more of a challenge.The
films werein l6mm format.'Someof it was a colour
negative,so this had to be inverted in the computer.
Somewas mirrored and even upside downl says
TimelessMoments'Ian Litchfield.
Due to the nature of the content, there wasnt a great
dealof editingthat could be performed,so Timeless
Moments convertedthe moviesdirectly to raw AVI files
(for a total costof €45),which the family could then
view and edit on their computer.'It was certainly as
professionalasthe footagecould be,'saysStephenwho
finally had a chanceto seewhat was on his fatherin-law's mysteriousBolil'wood-related recordings.
'lt
turned out to be out-takesand footageof a party
of Indian VIPs, perhapsat a screeningof the film.'
Both families agreethat anyonewith old films
should try to convert them to digitai as soon as
'There
possible.
is alwayssomething that seemsmore
important to spendyour money on, but connecting
to important moments of loved ones,past and present,
is an opportunity that you shouldnt passupi ffi

you r legal rights
:Ii:?!fii'J,ilji:1ff.tri]ffffff::J":t'.::"'
In the end we limited our choicesto Timeless
Moments and Cine Conversions,both of which provide
a selectionof viewable sampleson their websites.Cine
Conversionswiil post you a free demo disc on request.
Finally, we settledon TimelessMoments, basedon its
1
straightforward price plan (15p per foot of film) and
I
the qualify of the sampleswe were ableto view.You will I
find Iocal recommendationsiisted on Which? Local
)
(hft p://local.which.co.uk/ )

Beforesendingyour
filmsto a professional
transfercompany,it's
worth checkingits
termsand conditions
first to seewhere you
stand.Theseshould
be presentedclearlyon
the company'swebsite.
Hereyou shouldfind
any limitations;for
example,the company
may not acceptfootage
that is violent,obscene
and,
or pornographic
in mostcasesit will
not provideconversions
of any filmsthat are
protectedby trademarks
or copyright.
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Our familiescarefullypackedup their reelsand serit
them to the firmt Derbyshireofficesvia Royal Mail
SpecialDelivery.The Crichards'footage
consistedof
460feetofSuper 8 film (abouthalfan hourt worth).
TimelessMoments initially produced an edited DVD
for a total costof L74. The quality of the conversionand
restoration was of a very high standardbut Gary wasnt
entirely satisfiedwith the finished product.
Despitea good levelof communicationvia email,the
company had accidentallyusedan image for the front
coverofthe DVD Gary thought unsuitableand added
wwwwhich.co.uk

The company'sT&Cs
shouldalsoexplainits
liabilityin termsof loss
or damage.Somefirms,
includingwrrur.cine
todvd.tranrfer.co.uk
claimto provide
insuranceagainst
lossor damage,
compensating,in this
case,upto a maximum
of €25.O00.Other
companiesmakethe
point that it is hard
to put a valueon the
pricelessmemories.
lf a transfercompany
losesor damagesyour
film whilstit is in its
care,you may be able

to claim from them for
breachofcontract, but
it may be difficult to put
a figureon your claim.
Youmay be ableto
claim back the cost of
the film but you are less
likely to be awarded
compensationfor the
loss of the record of
a particularevent.
lf the dispute ends
up in court, there is a
possibilitythat a judge
will award something
for this element but the
sum may be relatively
low,and is unlikely
to be morethan a few
hundredpounds.W
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