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A is for Archives, B is for Burn File: 

When they hear about the 1973 fire at the 

National Personnel Records Center in St. Louis, 

many people conclude that the information lost 

is beyond salvage. Not true. Not all of the 

burned military records from the fire were 

destroyed. Information on records that even our 

staff considered completely lost can now be 

accessed. The process is called “content 

recovery” scanning with an infrared camera and 

is a very exciting development.

www.archives.gov/calendar/genealogy-fair

Ashley Cox will discuss which files were burned 

and their designation changed from 

non-archival to archival, making all burn files 

available for research relatively soon. In 

addition, she will cover what information was 

saved from the fire, the journey of records from 

archival storage to the research room, why time 

is needed for them to be available for viewing, 

and how to request them before visiting the 

archives.



Presenter’s Biography
Ashley joined the National Archives as 
a Preservation Specialist - Team Lead 
in December of 2016. She first 
learned of the B file project during 
graduate school but never 
realized the extent of each file's 
journey. Along with her co-lead, 
Ashley works with a team of 
12 dedicated preservation 
technicians who provide access to 
military records that couldn't 
be safely handled for research 
or requests.
Ashley graduated with a Bachelor of 
Fine Art in Studio Arts and Minor in 
Business Management from the 
University of North Texas. During her 
time at North Texas, she worked as a 

student at the Hillman Library 
Government Documents department, 
here she learned her passion for 
providing access to cultural and 
intellectual heritage. She graduated 
with her Masters of Library and 
Information Science with an emphasis 
in Archives and Preservation from the 
University of Pittsburgh in 2010. 

She interned at the Carnegie Museum 
of Natural History with Head 
Conservator Gretchen Anderson and 
was the Conservation Librarian for 
the CONSOL Energy Mine Map 
Preservation Project at the University 
of Pittsburgh, University Library 
System. 
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Overview 

• 1973 Fire
• Reference
• Preservation Treatment
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The Fire 

Left: Aerial view of collapsed roof 
Center: Warped shelving and piles of wet, charred records 
Right: Collapsed roof with visible shelving 
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Warped shelving and ashes of 
the records 
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Salvage efforts 7



What is a B-file?

Branch Personnel and Period Affected Estimated loss

Army Personnel discharged Nov 1, 1912 to Jan 1, 1960 80%

Air Force Personnel discharged Sept 25, 1947 to Jan 1, 1964 75%
(with names alphabetically after Hubbard)

Approximately 6.5 million 
survived

My great grandfather has no record while my grandfather does.  

8



9



R is for Reconstructed File 

• R- files and other alternate record groups can help fill in the gaps
of the missing records.

• My great grandfather has an auxiliary records, in his case, a QMP
or pay file.

• Our archivists can help give you the surviving information or direct
you to those that can.
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B-file life Journey 

•Request
•Search
•Mold ID
•Archival Determination
•Treatment
•Archivist
•You!
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How to request?

ur favorite part of the Government...

FORMS! FORMS! 
FORMS!
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By mail or online: 

• Online via eVetRecs
• SF-180

• Fax
• Mail

• Other
• FOIA:

(Freedom of Information Act)
• Contact your state or county
• Write us a letter
• Hire an independent

researcher
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Or visit us in person!

The NPRC in Spanish Lake, 
Missouri

• Dedication ceremony
October 2011

• Delightfully fire free
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...but still has forms. 

• Onsite –
• E-mail: stlarr.archives@nara.gov
• Telephone: 314-801-0850

15

mailto:stlarr.archives@nara.gov


Planning ahead... 

Why are appointments so 
important?

● Does the record even exist?

● Is the record archival yet?

● Does it need treatment?
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Search & Storage  

Roughly 50 degrees Fahrenheit 
35-45% RH
Holds maximum of 125,000 cubic feet
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Record Review (Mold ID)

•Identify the type of
request and the
needs of the record
based on condition.
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Archival Determination

•What is archival?
• 62 years after the 
individual’s separation from 
the military

• For example, my
grandfather’s discharge was
in September 1957

2017 - 62 = 1955
• His record will become
archival in September 2019

When will all B-files 
be archival?

Bulk date before 
early 60s

1964 + 62 = 2026
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Documentation 20



CMRS = Case Management and Reporting 
System 21



Treatment Tracking database 22



Treatment Tracking log 23



Once in Preservation

Surface 
cleaning

• All records

• Humidification and flattening
Mending
Content recovery (CR)

If needed: •
•

Quality check • Final set of eyes

24



Surface Cleaning 25



Left: Schucco-Vac
Below: Schucco brush attachment gently removes 
debris 

Preservation tools:
• Soot sponges – traps particulates
• Brushes – loosens debris
• Bone folder – smoothes out creases
• Holbien spatula – separates and lifts pages
• Teflon lifter – separates especially fused pages
• Microspatula – removes fasteners, separates pages
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PPE = personal protective equipment

Examining a selective service ledger 
in the fume hood while wearing 
gloves.

A technician utilizing the fume hood while 
wearing a mask, gloves, and smock.
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Humidification and flattening 28



Preventing cross contamination
While mold is inactive and has been brought to ‘normal’ levels, 
we don’t want to introduce mold spores to unaffected records. 

B-files have a specific 
dome, press, and 
materials.

Clean dome and press
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Tray humidification 
vs Dome

 - increased efficiency 
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Before & After 31



Mending 32
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Reversibility is key

Using conservation grade 
adhesive and strips of Japanese 
tissue, we mend large tears and 
completely detached fragments.

Wheat starch paste being 
strained through a NORIKOSHI, 

or horse hair strainer.
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Content Recovery (CR) Scanning 36



How does it work?

Utilizing infrared 
filters, we can 

recover 
information 
previously 

considered ‘lost’
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What is a good candidate for CR scanning?

• Information cannot be
revealed via a copier.

• Printed or typed inks.
• High amount of dark brown to

black charring into areas of
information.

• Brittle and fragmented
charring that would be
damaged with repeated
handling.
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Results 40



Quality Check 

Each record receives a 
final inspection by a 

preservation specialist.
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S is for Safeguarded File 

B and R files that received treatment 
are converted to S files, or safeguarded 
files, in the registry (inventory system). 

These records can be requested and 
utilized without having to go through 
preservation. 
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Want to learn more conservation?

National Archives 

● Visit our webpage:
https://www.archives.gov/preserv
ation

● Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/nation
alarchivespreservation/

● Instagram: @preservearchives

American Institute for Conservation of 
Historic and Artistic Works (AIC) 
webpage: 
http://www.conservation-us.org/
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Questions? 44



Thank you for attending!
If we did not get to your question,

you may submit it to inquire@nara.gov

Today’s video recording and materials
will remain available at

www.archives.gov/calendar/genealogy-fair

http://www.archives.gov/calendar/Know-Your-Records
mailto:inquire@nara.gov



