Protect newfound keepsakes for future generations
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Improving organization was one of the top New Year’s resolutions for many Americans this year. During the organization process, some may come across several items, such as vintage toys, mother’s wedding dress, photographs and old newspaper clippings, which could be considered family keepsakes. Family keepsakes provide a passageway to past and give family members an insight on their ancestors and the lives they led. However, an overabundance of these items can hinder organization as they could potentially fill closets, basements and attics. To prevent unnecessary clutter, is important for individuals and their families to decide which items should be kept, discarded or given away.  
Many families and individuals can be torn on which items to classify as keepsakes or family heirlooms. Unfortunately, there are no guidelines for determining what qualifies as a keepsake. Each individual must decide which items are important and worth protecting and preserving for the next generation. Families should let all members have a voice in the decision-making process of what constitutes a keepsake since one family member may receive more enjoyment and use from a particular item than others.                                  


There are many ways to decide which items to keep. One way is for individuals to make a list of what they consider to be their 10 most valuable possessions. They should determine why these possessions are valuable. Keepsakes can have an emotional, financial or historical significance.  
When determining keepsakes, individuals should be considerate and aware of their and their family members’ feelings about particular items. Keep in mind too, that it may be difficult for some people to part with items that arouse emotions such as guilt and negative feelings. While these items may have little or no value to most, be cautious about discarding these items until the person has made peace with these feelings. Discarding these items too soon, could cause emotional damage. On the other hand, keepsakes that cause individuals to feel sad or burdened should be given to someone who better appreciates them or discarded. 

After a decision has been made on which items are keepsakes, people need to review how these items are currently protected and preserved. Often, there are various things individuals can do to ensure their keepsakes are protected. Keepsakes should be stored away from areas with extreme ranges of temperature, humidity and light. A closet is the best place to store keepsakes that aren’t on display because the temperature can vary too much in attics, garages and basements. Store the items in a place where they will be protected from insects and rodents. 
As you go through these items, keep a written record of significant information about each one. For example, all people in photographs should be identified whenever possible. It is also helpful to include the date or approximate date the photograph was taken and ages of the people in the picture if available. 
Use acid free materials when storing these family treasures since the acids and off-gassing from some paper, cardboard and plastic can cause permanent damage over a period of time. Ink can run and smear words on old newspapers and light causes fading and yellowing. Place a treasured newspaper article in a clear plastic covering and lay flat to protect the ink.    


Keepsakes can be very precious items and artifacts for many families. Proper preservation and protection of keepsakes will ensure future generations will learn about their ancestors. To learn more about preserving new found keepsakes, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
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