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Caring for Family Treasures:

A Basic How-to from Storage to Donation

By Anne A. Salter

This leaflet is suitable for distribution to donors, members, interested parties, and others seeking
information on how to care for their family treasures. Within its content are the answers to many
frequently asked questions that are answered daily by museum, archives, and library professionals.

he responsibility of “clearing out the past” can be daunting.
Whether you are faced with an entire household of keepsakes or
several boxes, the task is both an emotionally draining and time
consuming operation. Depending on the circumstances, you can

. expect the process to take as much as a year. Knowing how to
make the process work to your advantage will make it an easier,
challenging, and rewarding event.

It is important to maintain perspective. It took years if not
generations to accumulate items. You cannot expect to sort them carefully or properly in
a week. Invest some time into this process and the benefits will outweigh the aggravations.

The guidelines in this leaflet are designed to make your task easier, provide key
information to assist you in avoiding errors, and encourage you to examine your
“collection” carefully and thoroughly for your family’s future interest as well as the
interest of the general public.

Here are quick and easy steps for organizing and sorting large collections to help
you get started. Later, information on the donation process is also included. Whatever

your situation, make sure you give yourself time to do the job right.




Caring for

DIVIDE AND CONQUER

Most collections will fall clearly into these three
areas. It will be easier to evaluate your materials if you
separate them into these basic categories:

* Papers, Books
* Photographs and visuals
¢ Objects

EVALUATION

Two types of value exist in collections—historical
and monetary. The popular television series Antiques
Roadshow has made the public aware of the monetary
value of materials. The same awareness has not been
placed, however, on the historical value. Historical
value is something’s ability to improve the under-
standing of a period of time and its culture. Historical
value means a non-monetary value of items with his-
torical significance either now or in the future.

For a monetary value, find an appraiser. Appraisers
are often able to provide expertise on an assortment of
items. Local museums or historical societies may have
a list of referrals. Find book or map dealers listed in
the yellow pages and contact them. Always ask for ref-
erences. A third option is to go to a flea market and
ask dealers for referrals.

DONATION

Donating items to a local museum or historical
society is not only a valid option but often it is an act
of altruism. Such institutions are able to continue pro-
viding quality research libraries and excellent museum
collections because of willing donors. Many are not
able to purchase items. You may find that making an
out-right gift and taking a tax deduction is more
lucrative than selling. Make sure you consult a tax
expert before making this final assumption.

In any event, it is helpful for all involved to know
some basics. These include the value of the item—
appraised and market—and the provenance of the item.

What is the monetary value of an item?
You should have your items appraised before you

Typical items found in a personal collection.
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consider donation. This provides the donor with
knowledge of the appraised, not the market, value of
the materials, and also assists the receiving institution.
Remember that the market value and the appraised
value are often quite different. To obtain an idea of
the market value, go to flea markets and see what
prices are on similar items.

Avoid asking an institution how much they would
offer for an item. You should already have a price
based on your knowledge of the item’s appraised value
and the market value. Do your homework and be well
informed béfore you make a donation.

Provenance means “where the item
came from.”

Provide as much information as you can on each
item. This ensures that the receiver has documenta-
tion and history for future researchers. For example,
if you know that the item belonged to your great-
grandmother, provide her name, her children’s
names, and her parent’s names and where they lived.
Include some information on how she used or
enjoyed the item. If you know where it was made,
that is very useful information as well. Be as specific
as you can, with names, locations, dates, and cre-
ators when available.

KEEPING AND
CARING FOR ITEMS

Deciding to keep vintage materials is a major deci-
sion requiring specific maintenance. Storage, care,
and handling are considerations. Consider if dona-
tion is a better option by asking the question, “Will
the collection be broken up or lost at a later date if
not donated now?” Many families divide papers, cor-
respondence, or pictures among siblings, thus
destroying the continuity of materials. The best use
may be to donate them in their entirety to an inter-
ested institution. Such a gift ensures that the materi-
als remain as a collection.

Care and handing basics

If you decide to retain the collection, consider
keeping it together and providing the proper care and
housing that it would have received if it had gone to a
professional institution including:
* Storage in a proper atmosphere
* Storage in acid-free containers
* Adequate documentation
* Reproduction for display purposes

Storage in a proper atmosphere

All items should be properly stored in a controlled
environment. Avoid attics and basements or any
rooms that are damp or have overhead pipes capable
of breaking and flooding.






