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By Patricia P. Erikson

Do you have a story in your 
family history about an 
ancestor who tossed out 

family heirlooms? I do. I recall 
when my father rested his hand 
on a comb-back rocker in our 
living room and said to me, “I re-
member when my grandmother 
had one of these. It was her 
prized possession.” 

I frowned and asked, “You mean this isn’t hers?” I had grown 
up thinking that it was. 

He shook his head, “No. When she died, my grandfather 
tossed out everything that belonged to her. Everything.” I 
couldn’t believe what he was telling me. I had never heard this 
story before. “Why did he do that?” He shrugged. “It was too 
painful to think about her, I guess.”

At the time, that story made me angry. I had grown to adopt 
my parents’ adoration for antiques, particularly those that had 
been passed down in the family. I couldn’t imagine the scene 
where a husband throws out his wife’s favorite chair, denying the 
rest of the family the privilege of cherishing it. I felt, well, sort of 
cheated that this wasn’t really my great-grandmother’s rocking 
chair. My father had purchased one like it to replace the one that 
had been thrown away.

The story doesn’t make me angry anymore. Recently, my 
mother passed away. I sat down at her desk to go through some 
papers and my eyes came to rest on her eyeglasses sitting on 
her appointment book. I wasn’t prepared for the explosion of 
intense emotion—the glasses suddenly became her face, her 
voice, her touch. Their power over me was completely unex-
pected, and frightening.

Perhaps for the first time, I really understood what it felt 
like to want to get rid of objects that created pain. My mother’s 
“things” were all through the house. Even though she was gone, 
it was as if each of her possessions held out the possibility of 
hearing her voice again.

I think that truly understanding history requires life experi-
ence, requires living in the present. I have always been fasci-
nated with the stories that objects tell, particularly the artifacts 
that are curated in museum collections. Sometimes these arti-
facts come with elaborate stories, illustrated with worn photos 
or brittle letters. More often, their stories are hidden. Curators 
have to hunger for the answer to the mystery—where has this 
object been? who owned it? and what made it important? How 
did they use it? What were they feeling when they did?

Years ago, when I was working on the Makah Reservation, 
gathering family oral histories, I often found that the decision of 
whether or not to tell a story, to preserve it, rested upon whether 
or not to reveal something painful. History is full of difficult 
stories. For the Makahs, their experience with 
American imposition of Christianity, English 
language, and “American” lifeways had created 
generations of memories, some too painful to 
share. Artifacts made by their ancestors, many of 
them in museums, bear these memories.

But this isn’t just a Native American 
story, an Irish story, or a Swedish story. It 
is a human story. Our personal 
memories, our family memo-
ries, our national memories 
are populated by objects—some 
beautiful, some not. For many of us, 
when we look at an object, whether 
on a desk or in a gallery, we are be-
set with emotion. Others of us are 
curious, hungry to know more, to 
know the story that is hidden 
there. These are the objects 
of power that our families, 
and our museums, celebrate.
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