
How to 

Preserve Your 

Family’s 
History:

Precious Documents, Letters, 
Objects, and Photos



Hi!  My name is Lynn Vandevort, and I am an 

Adult Services Assistant at the Middlefield Branch of 

the Geauga County Library System.  I am also the 

former Curator of the Museum and Library Collection 

of the Lake County History Center.  My job was 

documenting, organizing, storing and exhibiting the 

over 30,000 pieces in the collection. 

Some of the techniques and museum practices I used 

might help you on your journey to 

Preserving Your Family History. 



Are these things important to save?  Yes!  Because it is not about the thing, it is 

about the story behind the thing!!



GCPL has a new Mobile Memory Lab

You can digitize old media to preserve

the information and to share it with family and friends.

One way to preserve your precious 

family items is to digitize them.  



Even If You Digitize...

Museums say, "Always keep the original!"

Organize, organize, organize! And Store Them!

Break down your items into these 4 groups:

Photos – Tintypes, dagueotypes, cabinet photos, carte de visites, photo albums, snapshots, 

"Xerox" copies of images, 8 mm and 16 mm films, and even framed photos AND negatives

Archives – Non-published materials like letters, journals, legal documents, certificates, licenses, 

inventories, lists, scrapbooks, reminiscences and the like

Library – Published materials like books and booklets, Bibles, maps, newspapers and newspaper 

clippings, and yearbooks

Objects – 3-D items like clothing, figurines, art, plates, furniture, and household linens

Caveat

If photos go with a journal or letter, it is best to store them together so the whole story can be 

preserved and not get lost! This takes some judgment calls.

More on organizing later

Photographic Prints and negatives

One of a kind documents

Reprinted or copied



The enemies of your things:

Humidity

Critters

Light

Glue

Tape

Plastic

Ink; especially

Blue ink

Do you have to wear gloves?

Best Practices Today – don't wear gloves…

Just keep your hands clean 
and dry

Big enemy is wood-

based materials = 

acid

Nothing lasts forever
- Except polyester  -

but you can slow the 

deterioration 

processes down!



Easy to understand Website about preservation: https://www.archivalmethods.com/blog/

BUT....You can use materials you have at home or can buy easily 

online or around town, and they are familiar to you already!



Remember – LAYERS!

Use acid-free tissue, sheets of cotton paper, or unbleached muslin fabric to layer.  

These are examples of products available online or at an office supply store.
You can also use document protectors for some items.

Use polypropylene 

document protectors

Use unbleached muslin 

fabric to wrap items 

Use acid-free tissue

Use acid- free, lignin-free, 

non-whitened sheets of paper for 

separating in layers



Gaylord Archival and University Products are sources
of museum quality products that I used at the museum.



They are easy to identify when looking 

at catalogs of archival supplies.  

They provide compact storage with 

reinforced corners and sides to protect 

against crushing.

I recommend buying archival 

boxes like this one that I used 

for my mother and father-in-law’s
photos and documents. 



You can purchase archival 

quality file folders.

Store your photos and documents 

separated and not overlapping.  

Separate with acid-free, linen 

paper.

Separating photos and documents 

with sheets of linen paper will keep 

ink and images from transferring to 

other photos.  



If you do not separate your photos and documents, this is what can happen…

These photos of my mother-in-law’s 55th reunion of her nursing class are stuck 

together.  If I pull them apart, I will probably cause damage to the photos; both 

to the writing on the back of one and the image on the other.



My mother and father-in-law spent decades overseas.  These are air mail letters they 

sent home during those years. You can store letters like these in document protectors 

and put them in a binder.  This binder cover is plastic, and will probably have to be 

replaced one day, but the documents can stay in the protectors, and people can read

these without touching them.  



Lots of my husband’s family would like to read the air mail letters, but 
they live all over the world, so I digitized them all and uploaded them 

to the internet to a place where I can share them:



You can store precious objects in regular boxes.  

Line the box with aluminum foil.

Wrap your item in unbleached muslin or acid free tissue paper.

Good video on How to Store Clothing:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4emRz2k296M



My husband’s grandfather’s uniform was stored in a plastic bin, tightly folded 
with a handful of moth balls thrown in.  This was not good!  I repacked them in a 

regular cardboard box using foil to line the box, muslin to wrap the garments, 

and tissue to pad the insides of the garments.  



Pad the insides with tissue
Wrap the garment in a muslin sling

Wrap small items in tissue



Line the box with foil

Fold the lid shut



Going Deeper in Organizing

Digitizing

Use something like the Geauga County Library System's Mobile Memory Lab to

make digital versions of your artifacts. Make copies and send to family.

Indexing

Useful for scrapbooks, journals, diaries, and reminiscences

- Number your pages in pencil in the corner of the page

- Make a list of all the names as they appear and the pages they appear on

- Alphabetize the list

- Keep the Index with the original. Give copies of the index with copies of 

the item to the family

Transcribing

Useful for making handwritten items easier to read

- Type word for word what is handwritten.

- https://transcription.si.edu/instructions

- Keep a copy of the transcript with the original so the original does not need

to be handled. Make copies and give them away to family members.



Describe the Collection

In museums, this is called a Finding Aid. It describes who you are, where the

collection comes from, why it was preserved, and then describes the

arrangement and the contents of the storage containers.

There are lots of rules and standards museums must follow, but you can do

what works for you and your family.

Think about your audience and what will be important to them to know and

what will make it easy for them to find what they might be looking for.

If you number the boxes – say Box 1 of 4, Box 2 of 4, Box 3 of 4, Box 4 of 4 –
your family will know that there are 4 boxes altogether.

Example description - Box 1 of 4 – Grandma Martha Vandevort's air mail

letters, photographs from 1960s, family Bible with family genealogy page.

Box 2 of 4 – 6 file folders - folder 1 photos, folder 2 letters, folder 3

certificates, etc.

How much detail you include is up to you.



Try to preserve documents "born digital" - E-mails, text conversations, Facebook 

Messenger threads.

My husband and son served in Iraq. I saved e-mails my husband and I sent each 

other, and I downloaded my son's thread from Facebook Messenger.

I plan to print out the Messenger thread and "scrapbook" the messages into a 

journal my son bought me for Christmas. I want to give the journal with the 

Messenger text, links, and photos to him sometime in the future.

Documents Born Digital

Questions? Email help@geaugalibrary.net


