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Meet today’s presenter

Judy Lucey
Special Collections Manager 
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Voice of 
Voice of
Judy Lucey
Special Collections
Manager
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Organizing and Preserving a 
Family Archive

Where did I put 
that family chart?!?

Items stored in trunk in a garage
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What is your goal?
• Focusing on your genealogical research

• Writing a genealogy

• Donating to a repository

• Giving to the next generation

• Downsizing
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The Archivist’s role
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Tip
Approach the materials 

as one collection
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Getting Started
1. Survey the collection: Identify what you have

2. Triage possible and existing preservation issues

3. Place items in proper enclosures: Do I need to re-
house anything?
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• Genealogical research 
– Family group sheets, charts
– Compiled genealogies, narratives

• Vital records (originals and copies)
• Journals, diaries, ledgers
• Correspondence, cards, invitations
• Deeds, estate papers
• Bibles with family records
• Educational and military records
• Scrapbooks, autograph books
• Photographs, photo albums

• Newspapers
– Keep clippings of obits, 

announcements
– Entire newspaper?

• Club, church or genealogy newsletters
– Anything related to your family?
– Consider keeping representative 

copy

• Genealogical research collections
– Pamphlets, brochures
– Conference or class materials
– Weed out duplication!!!!

What about…Save
What do I keep?

Preserving Your Family History Research: Documents, Bound Volumes, & Photographs

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 9



• To view or consider 
comprehensively : 
appraise

• To examine as to 
condition, situation or 
value

• High-level

• An itemized list of 
current assets

• A list of goods on hand

• Detailed

InventorySurvey
Survey vs. Inventory

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/survey
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What does a survey do?
• A survey looks at:

• General subject matter 

• What formats are the 
materials in?

• Is there any kind of 
arrangement?

• Does it have any 
preservation or re-
housing needs? JHC archivists surveying a new arrival of 

records at American Ancestors
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What isn’t a survey?
• It’s NOT organizing

• It’s NOT an inventory

• These steps come later!

• A survey and initial triage can take a few passes
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Why Should I Survey?
• You don’t know what you 

have until you look at 
everything

• Genealogical research
– What summaries have I 

inherited?
– What supporting 

documentation?

• What is the condition of 
materials?
– Does anything need 

preservation?
– P.S. Remove staples
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Surveying – What Names?
• Identify the creators of 

letters, scrapbooks, and 
other items

• Review your 
photographs, can you 
identify 
individuals?

• Note condition of 
documents and photos
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Goals of the Survey
• Identify the types of materials in your collection

• Assess the condition of the materials

• Identify the major surnames captured by your 
collection
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Tip
Resist temptation to 

begin organizing
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Basic Components 
of a Survey
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Gathering information
• Provenance
– Which family/families generated or accumulated 

the material?
– If these have been passed down to you, can you 

name the family members?

• Names
– Who created the bulk of the material? Families . . .
– Note names, dates and places
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Arrangement
• Is there an order to the 

materials?

• Are the materials in 
labeled folders? Does 
the folder label match 
up to the contents?

• Photos – Are they loose? 
In albums? Identified?
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Review current storage methods
• File cabinets and folders

• Binders

• Digital media
– Computer
– CDs/DVDs
– Flash drive
– Audio and video tapes
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Survey worksheet
WHO – (are the major families, 
major creators and contributors)
WHAT – is in your collection ( 
brief summary)
WHERE – is it currently housed

2nd section – How is it currently 
stored?

3rd section – divided it into four 
columns: Document type; Special 
Formats; Conservation issues; 
Supply needs
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• Genealogical material
– Family group sheets, charts
– Compiled genealogies (typed 

and handwritten)

• Written material
– Letters/correspondence
– Diaries/Journals
– Books
– Documents (birth certificate, 

etc.)

• Photos, Memorabilia

Survey Using a FormHigh-level Survey
Survey Examples
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Simple Inventory
Condition of ItemWho 

created it?
When was it 
created?

Item DescriptionBox 
Number

Binding broken, 
pages falling out

Maude Bell 
Plowman

1940-1947Journal of Maude Bell 
Plowman with 
genealogical charts and 
notes

1

Good – some wear 
and tear at edges

Genifred 
Plowman

1955-1983Fan chart beginning with 
Nancy Plowman

1

Very goodFred Homer1902-1903Letters from Fred Homer 
to Genny Homer

1

ExcellentUnknown1910-1917Envelope of photos –
mostly of Genifred 
Plowman

1
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Survey worksheet
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First Column: 
Identify document types

1898 Adoption Petition
1903 travel diary
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Second column:
Identify other formats
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Mold on diaryInsect damage

Third column:
Note condition of documents 
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What’s Bad
• Rust - paper clips, 

staples, etc.

• Rubber

• Folds/creases

• Adhesive - tape, 
glues, etc.

• Mold

• Insects and rodents

• Humidity

• Light

• Temperature

Preserving Your Family History Research: Documents, Bound Volumes, & Photographs

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 28



Identify preservation issues
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Genealogical research example 

Preserving Your Family History Research: Documents, Bound Volumes, & Photographs

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 30



Genealogical research example
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Decisions to make
• Definitely remove from 

present enclosure

• To keep or throw away?
– Does another copy exist 

in the collection?
– Make sure annotated 

information is recorded 
elsewhere

• If you choose to keep, 
create preservation copy
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Preserving paper documents
• Most vulnerable to 

deterioration

• Since 1840s paper has 
been made from wood 
pulp

• Threats to paper
– Environment
– Light
– Poor handling and 

storage
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Fourth column:
Supply needs

• Provides a stable environment for materials

• Prioritize your needs
– Can’t afford?
– Use present enclosures 

but monitor for
possible deterioration

• Acid-free, lignin-free
– Buffered vs. Unbuffered

storage materials American Ancestors
Special Collections Stacks
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Storage Best Practices
• Store papers inside folders 

or boxes

• Try not to crowd papers

• Make sure items fit 
enclosures

• Don’t mix your materials 
– Separate newspaper print 

from family letters and 
photos
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Bound Volumes
• Don’t take apart if 

possible

• Falling apart?
– Remove items
– Store separately 
– BUT keep in 

original order 
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When to do a survey?
• Make sure you can devote time to the project

• Can do this process in chunks

• It’s an ongoing process
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Getting Ready
Gather all materials together in one area

Clear a large workspace with plenty of light

Have a genealogical chart or report handy

Have your survey worksheet ready

Wash your hands!
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Tip
Handle materials 

gently!
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QUESTIONS?
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DEMO:
Let’s survey a collection!
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First step
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Tip
Resist temptation to 

begin organizing
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Cole family research and papers

• Mix of genealogical 
research and family 
papers and photos

• Original manuscript of 
Cole family book

• Papers passed down to 
descendant (niece) of 
the compiler
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Let’s use 
our survey 
worksheet
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One carton from collection.
What are your observations?
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What do you think of 
the folders in this 
example?  Keep? 

Replace?
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Let’s pull a folder to 
review the contents
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Folder from box
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Now let’s open this 
folder to see what is 

inside
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Any conservation issues here?
If so, what do you recommend?
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What do we have here?
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Cole family bible
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Photo album
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Provenance of photo album
• Album of Sarah 

Caroline Cole Foote

• Placed in box on 
25 July 1957 by Caroline 
Bennett Fogle to Louise

• Box not opened until 
24 July 1983!
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Tip
Preserve the 

provenance of the 
album!
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What should we do with  the photo 
album?
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The purple box

• Found in carton labeled 
“Cole-Foot Family Papers”

• Content label “Foote-Cole 
letters 1824-1928”
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Let’s take a look inside…

Preserving Your Family History Research: Documents, Bound Volumes, & Photographs

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 59



“Essay of the Manufacture of 
Manures” by Asahel Foote
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Keep or discard the 
booklet?
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Purple carton
General observations?
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Example
• Folded manila envelope

• Contains letters from 
1880-1881

• To do?
– Let’s remove the contents 

to check condition 
– Next identify the people 

with initials HTC and 
SCF
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Let’s consult the 
family chart to 
identify family 

members
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Cole-Foote family chart

Harvey 
Towner Cole 
m. Caroline 

Augusta 
Waterman

Ethelwyn
Foote m. 

James Stark 
Bennett
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Contents 
• Letters are curled

• Tears in two of the 
letters along the fold

• Identified SCF as Sarah 
(Cole) Foote and HTC 
as her father, Harvey 
Towner Cole

• What to do?
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Another example:
1853 report card

Sarah Cole’s 1853 report 
card, Fern School 

Williamstown, MA
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Group of envelopes
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FOUND!
Handwritten recipe book

Preserving Your Family History Research: Documents, Bound Volumes, & Photographs

©American Ancestors, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 69



What conservation 
issues did we see in 

the previous two 
slides?
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Review our survey sheet
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Let’s choose another item
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Condolence letters regarding 
Harold? Who is he?
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Cole-Foote family chart

Harvey 
Towner Cole 
m. Caroline 

Augusta 
Waterman

Ethelwyn
Foote m. 

James Stark 
Bennett
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Some of the contents

Baby’s hair

Dried flowers taken from Baby’s 
hand

1873 poem about baby 
Harold’s death by Asahel 

Foote
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Should we keep these items in 
white envelope? How should we 

store them?

Baby’s hair

Dried flowers taken from Baby’s 
hand

1873 poem baby Harold’s 
death by Asahel Foote
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Let’s choose another item
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Oversized Documents
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Flatten or 
keep it 
folded?

Any 
suggestions 

for 
enclosures
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Orton family
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Handling newspaper clippings
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Who are the Ortons? 
How are they related?
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Letters to Anna B. Orton
The Orton School 

Pasadena, CA
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Obsolete Media
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Digital media – scanned copies of 
letters? Keep?
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Accessing data from floppy disks 
and diskettes
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I found this in the box!!!

1824-1828 letters by 
Solomon Foot to his first 
cousin, Asahel Foote, Jr.
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Can we access genealogical data?
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Final questions:
What conservation 
issues did we see?
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Will we need to 
purchase archival 

supplies?
If so, what should we 

buy?
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Let’s review
our final

survey 
sheet
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Review and Next Steps
Completed a survey of our collection

 Identified and triaged preservation issues

 Identified necessary supplies for proper storage
Rehouse your collection

• Deal with specific formats

• Digitize and create preservation copies

• Now onto organizing the collection…
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QUESTIONS?
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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