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For hundreds of years, archives have provided people with the opportunity not just to learn about, but understand the past and the people, families and communities who experienced it. Personal collections provide a uniquely intimate view of the past, far removed from the facts and figures of textbooks, and show how ordinary people reacted to, coped with or experienced the big events of our history.
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Letters, diaries, journals, photographs and other personal material steadily gathered over many years can give a huge amount of information about your life and the history of your family. These items may well be of use and interest to present and future generations and can provide material to be passed down in the family. Preserving and keeping your personal or family papers means the memory of your life and family is preserved as part of the collective memory of West Yorkshire.
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What should I keep?
There are no hard and fast rules, but you can consider the following questions when creating a collection:

· Does it interest you personally?

· What does it tell you about a place, a time or a person?
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Can you find the information in it elsewhere? For instance, many magazines are already held by the British

Library.

· Would the object still be interesting or make any sense in 100 years?

· Does the material you intend to keep reflect the person in a balanced way? Do not try and ‘create’ a memory of a person by discarding information that you feel may present someone in a particular way. 
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 you have been a member of a club or society, it is best to keep any relevant documents together and not mixed up with other items such as family photographs. 
 Whenever creating a collection of records, it is important to fully document the contents. Try to keep an updated list of the documents in your possession so that it is easy to identify what exactly your personal papers consist of.

 In the same way, it is also useful if any photographs, films and videos could be identified or given a caption – this always helps people identify names and faces in the future, as well as the context of each event.

Should I throw things out?
 The most ordinary things could be the most interesting items in a collection, but it is important to weed your material every now and again – too much material can be just as hard to work with as too little. Appraising records is a large part of how archives operate and a good rule of thumb is to think about keeping the material that contains the most information about the person involved. 
For example, think about removing records that contain information which someone could find elsewhere or exact duplicates of the same item.
What sorts of papers can be considered ‘historically valuable’?
Unfortunately, there is no one answer to this question but the following list should give you some kind of idea as to the kind of material that people may find useful when researching:
· Letters

· Memoirs or reminiscences

· Diaries

· Scrapbooks or photograph albums

· Speech notes or lectures

· Business records and minutes or reports of any societies that relate to your family or are personal to you
· Photographs (with a list, if possible, of what each photograph is)

· Films, videos and audio tapes
· Digital content or anything in electronic format

How can I make sure my personal collection stands the test of time?

It is vital to try and keep the environmental conditions as stable as possible. Archive Conservators recommend that you do not store materials against exterior walls, near radiators or heaters, on a window ledge or directly opposite a window.

To reduce any exposure to direct sunlight or changes in temperature, try and store materials in a cupboard or drawer although avoid furniture made from MDF due to the chemicals used in its manufacture. Try to line any drawers or shelves with acid free paper, avoiding newspaper lining if you possibly can. It is best not to store items in metal tins such as biscuit tins as these can easily rust and degrade the material in them. Even small details such as steel paperclips or staples and sticky labels attached to your documents can cause permanent damage.

We would always recommend that you use professional archival materials for long term storage, but if you have any questions please do ask an Archive Conservator as they will be only too happy to help.
There are certainly risks in keeping your own papers in conditions that are not ideal. Bugs and rodents can happily eat away at paper and old photographs can fade quite quickly in bright sunlight or with too much handling.

What is an Archive Service and how can it help me?
Your local authority will run a public Archive Service. You find out where the nearest office to you is by visiting the online ARCHON directory, which is run by The National Archives in Kew. The website address can be found at the end of this guide.
Archives carefully preserve collections of written, visual and audio material created by people both in the past and in the present. Through depositing any material with an archive, the access to these records is automatically widened to other members of the public (if it is the choice of the depositor). Enabling further access to collections of records in the future may mean transforming its format so that it is best made available to other people. For example, paper documents could be scanned so that they can be viewed online.
Archives are run by highly qualified professionals (be they Archivists or Conservators) whose first priority is to ensure that the material in their care is available and accessible for both present and future generations. 
However, due to the responsibility of the West Yorkshire Archive Service to permanently preserve the history of the region and the limit that we have on space in our store rooms, we have to judge the suitability of all deposits offered to us. We have therefore produced a detailed ‘Collections Policy’, which sets out the kind of material that WYAS would like to collect and can be taken into our care. If the Archivist doesn’t think something is suitable at their archive, they will always try to give you details of somewhere it may be better placed.
Where possible, an Archivist will give guidance on any material that you hold and advise you on its potential historical significance. If both you and the Archivist agree that your material would be at home at the archive, you stand to gain many benefits. If you have deposited a collection, the Archive staff will always try to be on hand to help with any queries about your collection, or to advise you on any other material you would like to deposit.
 You can find out about the collections of personal papers deposited with the West Yorkshire Archive Service on our online catalogue via our website, www.archives.wyjs.org.uk. For example, the papers of Max Farrar and Maureen Baker (both local Community Activists) are held at the Leeds office and material relating to the work of Charity Campaigner Elizabeth Wilson is held at the Kirklees office.

An alternative to depositing your personal papers with an archive repository straight away is to consider making a donation in your will. The Plymouth and West Devon Record Office has recently produced ‘Donor Cards’ for people to fill in, showing their descendants their wish to give certain documents to the archives after they have passed away.

Whether your collection of personal papers are kept at your house or at an archive, if the measures are taken to ensure their safety, future researchers will be able to appreciate the contribution you and your family made to the life and history of West Yorkshire.
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West Yorkshire Archive Service has produced a series of Information Sheets





These are available to download free from our website:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.archives.wyjs.org.uk" ��www.archives.wyjs.org.uk�





What should I keep?





There are no hard and fast rules, but you can consider the following questions when creating a collection:





Does it interest you personally?


What does it tell you about a place, a time or a person?


Can you find the information in it elsewhere? For instance, many magazines are already held by the British


Library.


Would the object still be interesting or make any sense in 100 years?


Does the material you intend to keep reflect the person in a balanced way? Do not try and ‘create’ a memory of a person by discarding information that you feel may present someone in a particular way. 





 It is a good idea to keep your papers as a body of material rather than just one or two odd items. Try to think about how your records link in together. This will make your papers easier to understand as a collection. For example, if





West Yorkshire Archive Service





� HYPERLINK "educationandoutreach@wyjs.org.uk" ��educationandoutreach@wyjs.org.uk�





PO Box 5 


Nepshaw Lane South


Morley


LS27 0QP








Visit the Community Archives website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.communityarchives.org.uk" ��www.communityarchives.org.uk� for news and lists of community groups that collect their own records.





‘Whether or not members of your family attained a degree of fame, they have contributed to the heritage of a certain place and time. When you donate your personal or family papers to a manuscript repository, your family history becomes a part of your community's collective memory’





www.archivists.org/publications/donating-familyrecs.asp











‘Archives are defined as an accumulation of records from an organisation or individual... 


 which are selected for preservation because of the evidential and historical information they contain or as evidence of activities’


� HYPERLINK "http://www.tyneandweararchives.org.uk/pdf/collection_policy.pdf" ��www.tyneandweararchives.org.uk/pdf/collection_policy.pdf�





















































For more information on the Donor Card system of Plymouth and West Devon Record Office, visit their website at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.plymouth.gov.uk/archives" ��www.plymouth.gov.uk/archives�





Preserving Your Personal Papers
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Further Contacts and Information:


The Archon website will give contact details of your nearest archives and repositories for advice or to deposit your papers: www.nationalarchives.gov/archon.


The collections strategy and policy of the West Yorkshire Archive Service can be viewed at www.archives.wyjs.org.uk under ‘About Us’ and then ‘Policy and Strategy Documents’.


We have produced a guide (Collections Guide 8) to donating records to our archives, which can also be found on our website under the ‘Publications’ link.


This guidance article from the University of Sussex Library gives further advice on what items should and should not be kept as part of a personal papers collection: www.massobs.org.uk/downloads/guidance_2008.pdf.
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