 jyearous@nd.gov
Hi all, Last night I had the opportunity to go to the Ward County Historical Society’s Board meeting.  Boy, those folks have gone through a lot in this past year flood, death, theft… but they are like a phoenix arising from the mud instead of ashes. They are getting themselves reorganized, getting things done and trying to do it right. I applaud them for all that they are doing and I really hope their county appreciates what they are doing to preserve the local history.
 
One thing said at that meeting that really made an impact on me was from Charlie (didn’t get his last name) from FEMA.  He said, and I do believe him, that they really want to help, they want to do whatever they can to help the WCHS to get back up and running as quickly as possible.  But there are limitations as to what they can and cannot do.  Their funding will pay to get things back to pre-disaster condition.  So, if you think that disaster funding will help pay to get that 1936 Ford restored to factory new, think again, it will help pay to getting looking like however it was before the disaster, paint scratches, dented fender, mouse chewed upholstery and all.  But in order for them to do even that, they have to see records.  Photos help, but, having the files that show the condition an object was in when it came to your organization, such as a gift agreement, can help.  Having cataloging paperwork which mentions condition, really helps.  If something has had restoration or conservation work done, having  the paperwork for that, helps.  Inventories help a lot too, do you really know what was in the building that was destroyed vs. in a building that wasn’t damaged?  Yes, it is a lot of paperwork but being able to get your museum back and running is well worth the upfront effort. 
 
Now knock on wood you will never had a disaster like Ward County experienced, but there are lots of little things that can happen that these records would be useful for as well.  What about a theft?  Can you for sure say something is missing?  Well you could if your inventory was up to date.  Can you accurately describe the objects stolen?  Well you could if the items were cataloged and photographed.  What if the roof leaked, a window was broken, item were vandalized?  Could you accurately figure out what was affected and be able to work with someone to get those items back to display condition?
 
Just having a copy  of your records on site isn’t enough, what happens if your museum’s office area is damaged and all the paper records get wet and turn into a pile of mush after 6 weeks of being under water?  Having multiple, electronic copies in different places is a  great idea.  So maybe the board president, and vice president keep copies,  maybe your local bank,  or some county office would hold a copy.  We here at the State Historical Society of North Dakota would be willing to hold a copy for you.  (for those of you outside of ND talk to your state’s Historical Society I bet they would be willing to hold on to a flash drive or a number of disks for you too).  You will need to decided for your organization, how many copies, who has them and where they are for yourself and what will work in your situation. But, don’t forget to update those copies from time to time, even if it is once a year.
 
I hope we can all learn from the Ward County’s unfortunate string of events and that no one else will have to experience even a fraction of what they have but being prepared, will make it easier to cope with the situation when things do happen.
 
The staff at the State Historical Society can help you with some of this, we can’t do it for you, but we can give you information and examples of how to do any of this and could provide training.
 
Keep safe!
 
Jenny Yearous
Curator of Collections Management
State Historical Society of North Dakota


I’m glad that you got to the meeting and sent along your “report,” Jenny.  I wanted to go, but had other commitments.
 
You know, we went through this with our big flood.  The FEMA money that we got was for building cleanup, fixing furnaces, etc.  Artifacts weren’t part of the bargain, however most of our damaged artifacts were the things still in the Myra Museum basement because we ran out of time to get them upstairs.  Most of our collection was okay.  We got a lot of help from SHSND, Aid Assoc. for Lutherans, the United Way helped direct volunteers here, and still more from individuals and smaller agencies.
 
We did have multiple copies of our important legal papers – that’s what FEMA wanted most at that time.  Two sets that were “safely” stored off site were destroyed by fire.  One in our accountant’s office in the Security Building where the fire started downtown, and the other set was in a safe deposit box at First National bank.  Those burned too, because the boxes were on the top floor of the building and the fire spread to the top floor of the bank.  Good grief.  Anyway, we were lucky that the office in the Myra Museum was okay.
 
Anyway, I have a question about saving records.  I do have backups of computer files, but have been wondering if we should subscribe to one of those online storage services like Carbonite or Mozy.  Does anyone have experience with them and is this a good idea?
 
Leah Byzewski
Director
Grand Forks County Historical Society
http://grandforkshistory.com
701-775-2216
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