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When Tragedy Strikes


All to often, when a tornado or flood strikes, the victims are in a state of temporary shock and cannot immediately think of the actions to take to save the belongings that appear to be “goners”.  Such is the case with photo albums, children’s school papers, tax documents, warranty papers, and a multitude of other paper documents.


It is our hope that the following pages will be of help and save some of your precious memories.  We cannot guarantee these suggestions will work in all cases, but they have worked for us. 

 Our philosophy is:  It is better to try to save a lifetime of memories, than to just throw them away, assuming there is no hope.

1.  IF IT’S WET, KEEP IT THAT WAY UNTIL YOU OR A FRIEND CAN WORK ON IT
 
If your photo albums or other paper documents are wet, place them in plastic tubs, garbage  bags or zip lock bags.  Keep them out of sunlight and in a cool place…mold and mildew thrive in dark, damp, warm places.   Do NOT allow them to air dry, while still stuck together.  If possible, put them in a cooler with ice.

2.  IT IS BEST TO SEPARATE PHOTOS, PAPERS, ETC. WITHIN 24 HOURS OF THE TRAGEDY--  BUT NO MATTER WHEN, ALL IS LOST ONLY WHEN YOU DON’T TRY!


Any flat surface will work for drying photos….table tops, cabinets, floor….any place that is dry and out of direct sunlight. A fan set on “low” may also be of help.


Carefully open photo albums and slowly try to separate the photo from the clear cellophane .  Photos do not usually stick to the clear sleeves.  Work SLOWLY to avoid tearing the face of the photo.  If it sticks, add a bit of water between photo and holder.  Try again to separate.


For photos that are not mounted, but in a wet bunch, again very slowly try to lift the edge of the photo from the one below.  If it appears to be stuck, add a small amount of water to the area where the photo is stuck.  Wait a few minutes and try again to separate the photo.


Sometimes, it is easier to re-wet the whole group of photos in a plastic tub with cool water.  Let them sit under water for a few minutes and try again to separate, one at a time.


As you separate the photos, place them on paper towels, photo side up, and allow them to air dry.  Be sure that the surface on which you are placing the photos is protected so the drying photos do not damage the furniture.  We lay newspapers down first and then place the documents on top.


Normal drying time for wet or damp photos is 4-6 hours, in a room that is 78-85 degrees.  We DO NOT recommend trying to speed dry photos with a hair dryer or similar item.  This may cause excessive curling of the photo and make it brittle.

3.  WATER STAINS AND BLEEDING INK USUALLY ARE PERMANENT


Professional restorationists may know, but we do not  know of any way to remove water stain marks or ink that has bled.  If you have photos or documents that have suffered this damage, it becomes a part of the history of the document.  We have attached notes to certain items, describing how, when, and under what circumstances the damage occurred.  We feel this would be interesting to those viewing the documents in the future.

4.  LEGAL DOCUMENTS, WARRANTY PAPERS, NEWSPAPER  CLIPPINGS, CHILDREN’S SCHOOL PAPERS


Again, any papers that are wet, store them in plastic tubs, bags or some other container that will retain moisture until you can work on them.  Keep them cool!


At the earliest possible time, carefully open the document and place on a paper towel and allow to air dry away from sunlight.  Do not allow one wet document to touch another, as this may cause staining.


If a paper or document is stuck to another or itself, you might try to lightly mist it with a water bottle and sprayer.  Allow the moisture to soak in for a few minutes and then try again to separate.  Remember….”If at first you don’t succeed….”

5.  HAND IRONING WILL FLATTEN MOST PAPER PRODUCTS


After an item has been air dried, it may be have curled edges or uneven pages.  DO NOT IRON PHOTOGRAPHS!  Most paper products will respond and flatten quite well to ironing with an electric hand iron.


When a paper item is nearly dry or dry, we have used the following technique to re-flatten the item.  We take a formica or wood cutting board and cover it with a smooth pillow case or other non textured fabric.  Note:  the paper ironing process may stain this piece of material, so be sure to use something that you are willing to throw away after the project is completed.  Next, place a piece of white copy paper on the fabric covered board.  Then, take the item to be ironed and place this on the copy paper.  Take another piece of copy paper and place this over the item to be ironed.  Use medium heat and slowly iron the three pieces of paper.   Do NOT iron the item without a protective paper covering.   Do NOT use steam, as we have found some irons “spit” droplets of hot  water and this may cause staining.  If necessary, turn the paper item to be flattened over, and iron again, using copy paper top and bottom.  If the copy papers are not stained, they may be used again.  But, using stained copy papers may transfer the stain to the next item.

6.  DRYING BOOKS, PAMPHLETS, ATLASES, HOW-TO MANUALS


Wet books can be one of the most depressing sights, aside from wet photos and children’s school memories.


Again, keep wet books wet until you can work on them at the earliest possible moment.  Store in plastic bags, tubs, etc. in a cool-cold place, away from sunlight.

HARD COVER BOOKS


At the earliest possible time, separate all books from one another.  Do NOT allow books to touch each other.  Waxed paper may be used as a separator sheet.


One new technique we have discovered is the use of a small fan set on “low.”  Place the wet book flat on its back on newspapers or paper towels.  Open the cover and have all of the pages facing TOWARD the fan that has been placed about  2 feet from the book.  Turn on the fan.  As each page begins to dry, it will begin to flutter and as it continues to dry, the page will flip, exposing the next page.  Note:  You may have to assist the process, but allow the fan to do it’s job.  After all pages have flipped, turn the book around and allow the process to repeat itself.  After you are sure the entire book is dry, close the book and weight it down to re-compress the book together.

This drying method has worked extremely well for Bibles.


Note:  Some “glossy” page books may not “un-stick”, but it’s still worth a try.   We have found that “re-wetting” glossy pages sometimes helps with un-sticking.

MAGAZINES, PERIODICALS, PAMPHLETS, ATLASES, HOW TO MANUALS


With wet magazines and the like, we have simply opened them to the centerfold and hung them on clothes drying racks, fanning the pages to allow them to hang open.  Most of these do not have a high glue or paste content in the paper and seem quite easy to dry in this manner.  Again, periodically, move these items, fan the pages and reposition on the drying rack.  If you don’t have a drying rack, rig up an indoor clothes line and use this.  We have used railings, chair backs and a variety of other items.  JUST MAKE SURE YOU PROTECT THE ITEM ON WHICH YOU PLACE THE WET MAGAZINE!

FLATTENING “WARPED” BOOKS, MAGAZINES, ETC.


After the books have been allowed to thoroughly dry, you will probably find that some or all of the pages no longer lay flat as they did when new.  The technique that we have used to “semi” solve this problem is WEIGHT!   We take the dry books and stack them on the floor, one on top of another.  We then add several large, heavy books, such as dictionaries, encyclopedias, telephone books, etc.  The sheer weight of the books has a tendency to somewhat flatten the warped pages.  We have left the books in these stacks for two or three weeks at a time.  Again, you may have some water stains on the paper, but the book has been saved.


The Foundation for Historic Preservation hopes that this guide will be of benefit.  If you come upon a situation we have not covered in this pamphlet, please feel free to call 573-576-8528 or email:  magnus@fhphistory.org  and we’ll see if we can come up with any suggestions you might want to try.  Again, we are not professionals and we cannot guarantee good results in all cases, but we are trying to be of assistance in a time of need.

