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Tips to Increase the Likelihood that your Stuff will be Treasured by your Posterity 
 
Identify 

 Determine what artifacts have stories connected to them and you hope will be preserved. What are you OK with 
eventually being sold at Goodwill or ending up in the landfill? 

 Prioritize. If you hope that your kids will hold on to all your stuff, you will be sorely disappointed. 
 Preserve your own stuff, not just the old stuff of your ancestors. Keep common things as well as the exceptional. 

Research 

 Write down as much as you know about the artifact. Answer the 5W1H questions (Who? What? Where? When? 
Why? How?). 

 Interview family and friends who might know something about the artifact. Encourage them to share stories 
associated with the thing. Stories provide meaning. 

 Research the physical artifact. To what period does it date? Are there makers marks or other clues connected to the 
artifact? Does the object support the stories connected to it? Much of this can be done online. 

 What is the provenance, or chain of ownership, of the item? How did it get from the original owner to you? 
 Learn more about the places, people, organizations, events, etc. connected to an artifact. For example, histories of 

church congregations, employers, a building or house, a celebration, etc. 
 Take photographs. Find old photographs of the object, and the people, places and events connected to it. 

Record 

 Find a format that works for you but be sure to record your research in a pleasing, organized, final version. 
 Make sure that you capture the most important information about the object such as its description or use, 

provenance, photographs, stories, and history. Remember, “The past is a foreign country, they do things differently 
there.” Future generations might need a translator to understand what they have inherited from you. 

Preserve 

 Keep your artifacts safe. Learn more at https://history.lds.org/section/preservation-and-conservation?lang=eng  
 Make sure that family members know where the artifacts and associated research is kept. Try to instill in them an 

interest in old things and family stories. 

Share 

 Put pictures and stories about the artifact on social media such as Instagram, Facebook, and Twitter. 
 Duplicate, duplicate, duplicate. Upload your photographs and research to websites such as FamilySearch, Ancestry, 

MyHeritage, etc. Put into binders or publish your work and share with others. 

Recommended reading:  

Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, Ivan Gaskell, Sara J. Schechner, and Sarah Anne Carter. Tangible Things: Making History through Objects. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015. 

Jules David Prown and Kenneth Haltman. American Artifacts: Essays in Material Culture. East Lansing, Michigan: Michigan State 
University Press, 2000. 

Marni Jameson. Downsizing The Family Home: What to Save, What to Let Go. New York: Sterling, 2016.  



 
 
Background and example of a documented heirloom by co-presenter Scott R. Christensen 
 
I grew up around old people and old things.  As a child I loved exploring the house my great-
grandparents built in 1922 and the house their daughter and her husband built in 1939.  Each house 
contained a lifetime accrual of interesting things. 
 
My grandparents were pleased by my interest in their old stuff and happy to answer questions.  I came 
to enjoy the process of discovery because there was almost always an interesting backstory.  While 
some artifacts accidentally survived, other items, however utilitarian, had been purposely kept because 
they meant something to my progenitors. 
 
One day, when I was around 13, I came upon a horse hide jacket in the furnace room and asked about it.  
My grandpa explained that he had worn that coat as a young man while surveying highway routes in 
northern Utah.  I asked about the unsightly piece of red fabric stitched to the back.  I wanted to cut it off 
because it seemed completely incongruous.  My grandpa told me that road surveying was a dangerous 
business in the 1930s and 1940s and road crews feared being hit by passing cars.  His wife had sewn the 
red fabric on to make him more visible to motorists.  I then asked if I could have the jacket.  My grandpa 
gladly agreed to give it to me even though I could tell that it still meant something to him.  Over the 
years many other ancestral odds-and-ends came into my possession, each with a story. 
 
A few years ago, as my mom’s health began to fail, I realized that she would not always be around to 
remind me of the significance of the heirlooms sprinkled throughout her house.  I needed a way to 
download her!  I experimented with different formats and eventually settled on the version seen here. I 
finally had a way to capture stories, document ancestral ownership, and highlight the value of family 
heirlooms. 
 
Format:  By always placing the name of the ancestor at the top of the form, surname or maiden name 
first, I could group artifacts based on the name of the person and family most closely associated with 
them.  Birth and death years could further identify the ancestor.  A title and date of creation provided 
identification at-a-glance.  A brief description section allowed me to document the type of artifact, its’ 
size, and manufacturer.  The provenance statement allowed me to fully explain how the item was 
associated with a specific ancestor and how its’ ownership could be traced from that person to me.  
Finally, digital photographs of the heirloom could be easily taken and dropped onto the pages.  If I had 
vintage photos showing the artifact, I could scan and add them as well.  Because my heirloom inventory 
is a word-processing document, it is easy to edit, add to, and sort the listings. 
  
When I began, I thought I might eventually locate and document thirty or forty heirlooms.  To my great 
surprise, I now have documented more than 160 items!  I am shocked that I had so much stuff!  I am 
also surprised and happy that my kids seem intrigued by some of the stories associated with the items. 
 
Without capturing the history of these family heirlooms, the 1930s horse hide coat I have described 
would likely have gone to a Goodwill store, a grouping of ancestral teacups might have been sold on 
eBay for a few dollars, and some rusty branding irons might have gone to the dumpster.  Connecting 
heirlooms to specific named ancestors and capturing attendant stories has made all the difference in 
how our family values these items.  They have become powerful reminders of the ancestors who first 
owned and cherished them.  



 

Hansen, Lorenzo Funk, 1909-2003 
Leather surveyor’s coat, 1930s-1940s 
Description: Sears Roebuck and Co “Hercules” zipper-front coat made from “Genuine front 
quarter horse hide leather.”  Has two angled open pockets and one zippered pocket over left 
breast.  Lining is made from plaid wool that is colored dark gray, charcoal, and maroon.  Loosely 
sewn to back panel is a rectangular piece of red cotton fabric 16” wide by 6 ½“ high. 

Provenance: Lorenzo Hansen made the majority of his living as a dry farmer raising wheat and 
barley on the farm he inherited in Box Elder County.  However, he earned an engineering degree 
from Utah State Agricultural College and had surveying skills.  For many years in the 1930s and 
1940s, he was hired, part-time, by the Utah Roads Department to survey routes for roads in 
northern Utah.  One job he was especially proud of was his survey of the route from half-way 
through Logan Canyon into the Bear Lake Valley.   

In the era he was working as a surveyor, the state did not provide clothing or safety gear.  His 
wife, Elma, stitched some red fabric onto the back of the coat he wore while surveying so that he 
would be more visible to passing cars.  In the 1970s, Lorenzo’s grandson Scott saw this coat 
hanging in the basement furnace room at 195 West 400 South in Logan.  He asked about the 
coat and the red fabric.  Lorenzo was pleased with his interest and gave him the coat.  

 

 

 



 

 
BF Madsen and George C. Dokos surveying a portion of the Utah/Arizona “Death Strip,” 1948.  SL Tribune photo.   
Lorenzo Hansen was part of a survey crew just like this.  Photo purchased by Scott Christensen on eBay in  
December 2016.  Photo had been part of the Salt Lake Tribune photo collection which was sold by the paper  
to raise operating revenue. 
 
 
 

 


