
stories &
souvenirs

And how to find them



What makes a souvenir,  a souvenir,  
a treasured possesiona treasured possesion?

A souvenir carries in it a special meaning that is 
personal, idiomatic, hidden and discoverable only through 
asking thoughtfully about its history. There are some 
industrial, manufactured souvenirs – that is not what 
we’re after – though some can carry various layers of 
personal or cultural meaning at the same time. 

Every object is like a time capsule – it carries it’s design 
story, its production / origin story, the story of how it 
came into someone’s hands, the time and adventures 
with a person and the meaning for them, the way the 
design is being perceived through time, the way the 
personal story changes through time. 

The object is never still, what you see is just a still 
frame of a complicated process of it being in time, space 
and with people as their companion – and some of 
them more than others. A souvenir, a personal treasure 
always tells a lot about its owner and how the owner 
takes care of this object is also very telling. 



BeforeBefore  
you start:

→ 	 Ask yourself, why do you  
		  care about the past?
→ 	 Try to think about what you  
		  already know about  
		  your family history – write it  
		  down for reference
→ 	 Think abiut your own objects/ 
		  treasures and how you feel  
		  abuut them – to get the gist  
		  of the subject
→ 	 Write down things/subjects/ 
		  memorabilia that you’re  
		  especially interested in about  
		  your family
→ 	 How did your childhood home  
		  look like, how did it feel and why? 

→ 	 Do you collect anything and if  
		  yes/no – either way, why is  
		  that? And what is that?
→ 	 How do you perceive time and  
		  space and what are your sensual  
		  languages – smell, touch, hearing  
		  or seeing?How do you best  
		  remember and learn? And how  
		  about your loved ones?
→ 	 What is your attitude towards  
		  things in general? Are you  
		  a minimalist or a do you enjoy  
		  trinkets? With what lens do you  
		  perceive things? Functionality? 	
		  Decorativeness? Being  
		  fashionable? Or maybe some  
		  particular qualities? Sentiment? 

→ 	 How does your home look like  
		  and do you take time and  
		  effort to arrange it?
→ 	 Are you fond of things that  
		  can last? Or are you a  
		  disposable cheap products fan?  
		  What kind of things do you  
		  tend to gather and do you  
		  decide on it consicoiusly?
→ 	 Have you been taling to your  
		  elders in the past, how did it go?  
		  Maybe you can circle back to  
		  a subject?Prepare for their  
		  questions about your reasons  
		  for this detective work.  
		  Do a little soul searching exercise.



→ 	 Be gentle and patient with things and people

→ 	 Never throw anything away that is not yours

→ 	 Keep asking until you understand – don’t be  
		  ashamed of not knowing. Asking curious ques 
		  tions is a compliment for the person you’re  
		  speaking with. 

→ 	 Keep a notebook – write down your thoughts,  
		  questions, words – your phone won’t work as  
		  efficiently – it is the mind-hand neuronal  
		  connection. It will also make you feel, not only  
		  think that this is an imporant task, something out  
		  of the ordinary

→ 	 When a diffuclt subject arises – never press and  
		  push, you are not the prosecutor. Just let the  
		  story find you – it eventually will, when people  
		  feel safe their preset is to want to talk – it is  
		  important to you but also healing for them.

→ 	 You are not doing it alone, you are doing it  
		  together, so ask for help and ideas – make it  
		  a group effort. 

Some important adviceadvice : 



InspirationalInspirational examples 

A typewriter used in the 
underground conspiratorial 
premises at 10 Pańska 
Street in Warsaw, belonging 
to Jadwiga Zalutyńska 
(1905–1953), who due to 
a serious heart defect rarely 
left her apartment.

Her illness did not, however, 
prevent her from managing 
the main hiding place of 
the Kedyw (Directorate of 
Diversion) of the Warsaw 
District Command of the 
Home Army (AK), located in 
a niche in the hallway, behind 
library shelves. A second, 
auxiliary hiding place was 
located in the bathroom under 
one of the tiles. 

Stored in them were, among other things, 
reports, intelligence briefings, and accounts 
of operations written by Jadwiga’s 
sister, Wanda Zalutyńska “Honorata” 
(1906–1998), a courier and secretary to 
the commander of the Warsaw Kedyw. 
Wanda, wounded in the uprising, saved 
the Kedyw documents in 1945, and after 
the war was arrested and imprisoned. 
After her release, she left the country. 
She died in Canada. The typewriter on 
which she worked lay under the rubble for 
many years. Years later, the artifact was 
donated to the Museum of Warsaw by 
the daughter of the head of the Warsaw 
Kedyw – Hanna Rybicka.

This is a remarkable piece of Polish WWII 
resistance history - a typewriter that 
documented underground Home Army 
operations and survived both the Warsaw 
Uprising and the postwar years.

→



Where to look for  Where to look for  
the objects first?

At Home:
The attic or basement is often where boxes of old 
belongings end up stored for years. Look in the back 
of closets, particularly in guest rooms or rooms that 
belonged to older family members. Hidden shelves 
and storage areas often hold forgotten boxes. Don’t 
overlook the backs of drawers in old furniture, 
under beds, or inside trunks and suitcases. China 
cabinets and display cases might have items tucked 
behind everyday dishes. Check bookcases for items 
stored behind books or on top shelves. Look in 
jewelry boxes, compartments you rarely open. Old 
filing cabinets or desk drawers in home offices can 
contain documents and photos, kitchen cupboards 
sometimes have commemorative plates or special 
occasion items pushed to the back.

Family Homes:
Parents’ or grandparents’ homes are obvious 
starting points. Check with aunts, uncles, and 
cousins who may have inherited items or taken 
things for safekeeping. Family members who were 
designated as “the keeper” of family history often 
have collections

Online:
Family members’ social media accounts (Facebook, 
Instagram) often contain scanned photos and 
stories. Check cloud storage services like Google 
Photos, iCloud, that relatives might share access 
to. Old email accounts may contain forwarded 
family photos and stories. Family WhatsApp or 
Facebook groups sometimes have shared albums.



Who to Who to ask?

Family Members  
– all you can think about and find:
Start with your grandparents, great-aunts, and 
great-uncles – they have the most memories and 
may have inherited items. Talk to parents and 
their siblings, as items are often distributed among 
children. Reach out to cousins, especially those who 
were close to now-deceased relatives. Contact the 
executors of estates from family members who have 
passed away or the priests of the churches they 
attended. Ask family members who are genealogy 
enthusiasts, as they often collect and preserve items. 

 
Professionals also can help: 
Professional genealogists can trace family history 
and sometimes locate items or documents. 
Estate sale companies may have handled sales 
for deceased relatives and could have records. 
Archivists in institutions – local and national - can 
help you look for the items you’re after. Professional 
organizers who specialize in downsizing or estate 
clearing can help sort through large collections. 
Restoration specialists can repair damaged 
photographs, documents, or objects. 

NGOs  
and local historians: 
Local historical societies often have collections related 
to families from the area. Public libraries with local 
history rooms may have documents, photographs, or 
newspaper clippings about your family. Courthouses 
hold property records, wills, and other legal documents. 
City archives contain vital records and other official 
documents. Cemeteries can provide burial records and 
sometimes have offices with historical information. 
Alumni associations from schools family members 
attended sometimes have yearbooks and records.  

Online Resources:
Depending on your country of origin/ choice there is 
always a set of groups/chats/pages, neighbourhood 
forums that can provide help and there are always 
people interested in history or just professionls in 
fields you may need who would gladly help you just 
out of pure passion for disvovery. 



InspirationalInspirational examples 

This is the Omega watch 
that forty-one-year-old 
Irena Stańczykowska had 
on her wrist when, on 
September 25, 1944, she sat 
on a bunk bed next to her 
twelve-year-old daughter 
Anna. 

Anna had spent most of 
the occupation bedridden, 
immobilized by a bone 
marrow disease and a 
special corset.

Anna, her mother Irena, sister Ewa, 
and their neighbors from Wiktorska 
Street in Mokotów took shelter in the 
basement during an exceptionally heavy 
German bombardment that day. A shell 
from a Nebelwerfer launcher, called by 
Varsovians a “cow” or “wardrobe” due 
to its characteristic “howling” sound, 
hit the tenement building at 6:20 in the 
morning – at that hour the watch stopped, 
which was preserved by the daughter 
of Irena, who died that day. Anna’s sister 
also perished. Both died as a result of 
amputation of their crushed legs. It is 
estimated that approximately 150,000 
Warsaw residents died in the Uprising –
about 90% of them were civilians. This is 
a devastating account from the Warsaw 
Uprising. The stopped watch marks the 
exact moment of the tragedy – these kinds 
of objects carry immense historical and 
emotional weight, as they freeze a specific 
moment in time when lives were lost.

→



Kinds of  Kinds of  
personal things  personal things  
examples

Documents: 
E.g Letters and postcards reveal 
personalities, relationships, and daily 
life in ways nothing else can. Diaries 
and journals are windows into 
ancestors’ thoughts and experiences. 
Marriage certificates, birth certificates, 
and death certificates anchor family 
timelines. Newspaper clippings about 
family members or events they 
witnessed preserve public recognition 
of private lives.

Photographs:
Formal portraits, candid snapshots, 
photos of homes, businesses. Group 
photos from organizations, churches, 
or workplaces show community 
connections.

Clothing and Textiles:
Wedding dresses, military uniforms, 
baby clothes, aprons, work clothes, 
and everyday garments show how 
people actually lived, not just special 
occasions.

Jewelry and Personal 
Items:
Wedding rings and engagement 
rings carry obvious emotional weight 
and may have inscriptions. Watches, 
especially pocket watches, were 
cherished possessions .

Everyday Mundane 
Objects:
These often tell the truest stories - 
keys to houses or businesses long 
gone, receipts showing what things 
cost, ticket stubs from trips or events, 
dance cards from social occasions, 
address books showing social circles, 
calendars with appointments written 
in. The objects that carry history 
best are those that show use - wear 
patterns, repairs, alterations, and 
personalization all tell you these items 
mattered to someone. An object with 
a known story attached is always 
worth far more historically than 
something valuable but anonymous.



→ 	 Write an essay
→ 	 Make a recording
→ 	 Write a book by hand
→ 	 Do a collage   
		  (or a few – digitally  
		  or on paper ) 
→ 	 Make a sculpture /  
		  a plate / a vase
→ 	 Prepare an photo album 
→ 	 Sew an item of clothing  
		  or an accessory
→ 	 Make w patchwork blanket  
		  or a pillow
→ 	 Make an „altar” at a certain  
		  corner at home,  
		  dedicated to ancestors

→ 	 Make a history box
→ 	 Put together a cook book /  
		  recipes book (and then cook 	 
		  and feed your loved ones ) 
→ 	 Do a video inteview
→ 	 Create a small documetary
→ 	 Make a tour of places dear  
		  to your family, important  
		  for understaning your roots 
→ 	 Write a poem
→ 	 Write an inspired piece of fiction
→ 	 Write/sketch a visual novel
→ 	 Make a piece of jewellery
→ 	 Create an event for the family 
→ 	 Reserve a special drewer  
		  for family treasures

Vehicles for telling  Vehicles for telling  
the family story  : 



InspirationalInspirational examples 

The skirt of Barbara 
Tyszkiewicz “Jola,” after the 
war Tokarska (born 1924), 
a medic in Company O-2 
of the “Olza” Battalion of 
the “Baszta” Regiment in 
Mokotów. The Uprising was 
supposed to last only a few 
days, so women leaving 
their homes often didn’t take 
spare clothing with them. 

Later they sometimes managed to obtain 
a uniform, but often suffered from clothing 
that was too light and dirty. They made 
do by sewing clothes from, for example, 
blankets or parachutes. “Jola” wore this 
navy blue skirt during the Uprising, dating 
from the pre-war years. During the 
fighting, she was carrying orders for the 
commander and had to crawl under fire 
from the trenches at Niepodległości Avenue 
toward Puławska and Bałuckiego Streets. 
Visible wear, damage, and staining remain 
on the skirt. After the fall of Mokotów, she 
left Warsaw with the civilian population.

This is a powerful artifact – the physical 
wear and damage on the skirt documents 
her dangerous crawl under fire. It’s exactly 
the kind of everyday object that tells an 
intensely personal story of survival and 
courage during the Warsaw Uprising. The 
fact that she kept wearing this pre-war 
skirt throughout the fight shows both the 
desperate shortage of supplies and the 
attachment to familiar possessions during 
time of chaos.

→



How to    
care for  care for  
an important  an important  
family 
treasure?

For Photographs:
Remove photos from old magnetic albums or acidic 
paper, as these damage photos over time.

Sort by decade or generation if you can identify 
them. Use acid-free photo boxes or albums for 
storage.Write names, dates, and locations on the 
back using a photo-safe pencil, not pen. Scan or 
photograph each one - consider using a photo 
scanning app like PhotoScan or a flatbed scanner. 
Create digital folders organized by family branch or 
time period.

For Documents:
Use clear archival sleeves for important papers like 
birth certificates, deeds, or military records. Consider 
scanning everything and organizing digital copies 
by person and document type. Store originals in a 
safety deposit box for truly irreplaceable items.

For Physical Objects:
Clean items gently but avoid harsh chemicals on 
antiques. Take detailed photos from multiple angles. 
Create an inventory spreadsheet with columns for: 
item description, approximate date, who it belonged 
to, condition, current location, and any stories 
associated with it. Use acid-free tissue paper for 
textiles. Store jewelry in lined boxes to prevent 
scratching.

Start by gathering everything in one location so you can see what 
you have. Take photos of each item before you do anything else 
- this creates a backup and helps if items need to return to other 
family members. Sort items into broad categories: photographs, 
documents, jewelry, clothing/textiles, letters/correspondence, 
military items, religious items, toys, and miscellaneous objects.  



How to    
care for  care for  
an important  an important  
family 
treasure?

For Textiles and Clothing:
Store textiles flat if possible, or rolled around acid-
free tubes padded with acid-free tissue. Never 
hang heavy or fragile garments, as this stretches 
fibers. Use acid-free tissue paper to stuff sleeves 
and bodices to maintain shape. Wrap items in 
unbleached muslin or acid-free tissue, not plastic 
bags which trap moisture. Keep textiles in the 
dark, as light causes fading and fiber breakdown. 
Air out storage boxes annually to prevent musty 
odors and check for insect damage. Clean textiles 
before storage, as stains worsen over time, but use 
specialized textile conservators for valuable items 
rather than attempting home cleaning.

For Jewelry and Metals:
Store each piece separately to prevent scratching. 
Use anti-tarnish strips or cloths in jewelry boxes. 
Keep silver wrapped in acid-free tissue or anti-
tarnish cloth. Don’t use harsh chemical cleaners on 
antique jewelry, as patina and wear can be part of 
the historical value. For valuable pieces, consult a 
jeweler about professional cleaning. Store in a cool, 
dry place away from humidity.

For Books:
Store books upright on shelves, properly supported 
so they don’t lean. Keep rare books in archival 
boxes. Never shelve books too tightly. Control 
humidity to prevent mold and mildew. Keep away 
from direct sunlight and heat sources. For valuable 
books, consider custom archival boxes. Don’t use 
bookmarks that could stain pages; use acid-free 
paper strips instead.



How to    
care for  care for  
an important  an important  
family 
treasure?

For Furniture and Wooden Objects:
Keep away from heat sources and direct sunlight. 
Maintain stable humidity to prevent warping and 
cracking. Dust regularly with a soft cloth, but avoid 
furniture polis . Use coasters and pads to protect 
surfaces from water and heat.

For Military Items:
Store medals in individual compartments to prevent 
scratching. boxes or displayed in UV-protective 
cases. Keep uniforms on padded hangers or stored 
flat with acid-free tissue. Flags should be stored 
folded in acid-free Document any markings, serial 
numbers, or inscriptions before they fade.

For Paintings and Artwork:
Hang away from direct sunlight and heat sources! 
Consider UV-protective glass for framing valuable 
pieces. Store unframed artwork flat between acid-
free boards. Never roll paintings.



What not to do  to do ?

When to Call to Call 
a Professionala Professional:

→ 	 Never store items in cardboard boxes from stores,  
		  as these contain acids. 

→ 	 Avoid plastic bags except archival polyethylene  
		  bags made specifically for preservation. 

→ 	 Don’t use newspaper for wrapping,  
		  as ink transfers and paper is acidic. 

→ 	 Never attempt DIY restoration with tape, glue,  
		  or household cleaners. 

→ 	 Don’t store items in outdoor sheds, garages,  
		  or unfinished attics and basements where  
		  temperature and humidity fluctuate wildly.

Consult professional conservators for items that  
are very fragile, damaged, or extremely valuable.



InspirationalInspirational examples 

A crocheted blouse 
belonging to medic Danuta 
Kozłowska “Ata,” after 
the war Sobczyńska 
(1925–2023). Women, 
lacking uniforms or aprons, 
went into the Uprising in 
everyday clothes. Eighteen-
year-old “Ata” served as a 
medic during the Uprising 
in Śródmieście (the city 
center), and then in Powiśle 
Czerniakowskie in the 535th 
platoon “Słowacy.” 

She wore this blouse, and on her head 
had braids woven into a “crown.” She 
received a medical bag from the warehouse 
on Ludna Street. Two days before the 
fall of the Czerniaków bridgehead, she 
was supposed to be evacuated by boat 
to Saska Kępa. She didn’t want to cross 
the river; a friend convinced her to do it. 
Fortunately, they were not wounded during 
the dangerous crossing under fire. “Ata” 
only had to comb shrapnel out of her hair. 
This is a remarkable survival story. The 
delicate crocheted blouse contrasts sharply 
with the violence she experienced – having 
to comb shrapnel out of her hair while 
wearing such feminine, handmade clothing 
really emphasizes how these were ordinary 
young people thrust into extraordinary 
circumstances. And she lived until 2023, 
carrying these memories for nearly 80 
years.

→



How to share stories   with family and communitywith family and community?

→ 	 A web page / a profile on Substack

→ 	 A podcast 

→ 	 A youtube video / roll

→ 	 An exhibition at a local centre or galery 

→ 	 A talk at a local meet up place, cafe  
		  or other third space

→ 	 An gathering of the family,  
		  as wide as possible, at a nice location

→ 	 An article for the press – local or national.  
		  Make your story count if you think it would  
		  be valuable for wider audeince

→ 	 Social media post / story 

→ 	 Donate the story/object/oral history to  
		  museum / archive / gallery

→ 	 Show the object / story a professional  
		  form a museum/archive to get it examined  
		  and assesed. 

→ 	 How does your home look like and do you  
		  take time and effort to arrange it?

→ 	 How did your childhood home look like,  
		  how did it feel and why?

→ 	 Are you fond of things that can last?  
		  Or are you a disposable cheap products fan?  
		  What kind of things do you tend to gather  
		  and do you decide on it consicoiusly?

→ 	 Have you been taling to your elders in the  
		  past, how did it go? Maybe you can circle  
		  back to a subject?Prepare for their questions  
		  about your reasons for this detective work.  
		  Do a little soul searching exercise.



Grand
parents.
Grand   
stories. 
Family 
Treasures


