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elements of story or an event, not just 
one thing or the other.

We are kind of Sacramento’s 
attic, the way the Smithsonian is

the KCRA-TV news film collectionfi
here, which was donated by the
station owners back in the 1980s.
We have 25 years of news film,fi
primarily from about 1958 to 1982, 
when they changed over to videotape.
Documentary fi lmmakers use that
collection extensively.

‘Our collection 
is able to tell the
complete story of 
the cultural and 
social history of 

Sacramento along 
with the officialfi

record.’

Tell me about some of the more 
unusual items in the collection. 
Do you have a favorite?

Well, in 1868 Andrew Johnson was
going to be impeached as president 
and one cartoonist, named [Thomas]
Nast, did a woodblock showing the fall 
of Andrew Johnson that was never
published in the newspaper. We have 
that as an uncarved woodblock. To 
me, that’s one of the most unusual
things we have, and it’s one of my
favorite pieces to show off.

What’s the oldest item in the
collection?

The oldest item we have is a piece 
of papyrus paper from the year 1000.
It’s part of the Eleanor McClatchy

America’s attic. We have over 5
million photographs in our collection. 
The single largest collection is from
The Sacramento Bee. We also have 

By Catherine Warmerdam

If you’ve ever wondered 
what downtown Sacramento
looked like a century ago or 

how the city’s charter read in
1851, the Center for Sacramento
History is the place for you. 
Senior archivist Patricia Johnson
affectionately calls the history
center “Sacramento’s attic.” It’s 
chock-full of old photographs,
artifacts, personal manuscripts and 
public documents that tell the story 
of Sacramento. In this interview,
Johnson talks about what makes
these archives so unique, the oldest
artifact in the collection, and why
the past matters today. 

Where did your love of history 
come from?

I had always had an interest, even 
as a child playing history teacher in
the summertime with my siblings. 
I always loved to know why things 
happened the way they did, so I had a 
passion for it from an early age.

Tell me about the collections
that are housed at the center.

We’re unique among the 58
counties in California in that we have
the offi cial records of the city and the 
county for Sacramento and privately 
donated manuscript materials—
private letters, private business
collections, materials from businesses,
families, that sort of thing. Because 
of this, our collection is able to tell 
the complete story of the cultural and
social history of Sacramento along 
with the offi cial record. That allows
the researchers to look at all the

Patricia Johnson
Archivist tends to history as the keeper of 
‘Sacramento’s attic’
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collection. She was president of The 
Sacramento Bee from 1936 until 
her death in 1980. She always had 
an interest in Gold Rush history
and printing and papermaking 
because of course she was in the
publishing business. So she has lots 
of papermaking materials and early 
printing materials. We have lots of 
printing presses in her collection.

What opportunities are there
for the public to use the center?

Any person can come here because
we are a public agency. There’s no 
charge to come here and research. All
they have to do is call or e-mail us and
make an appointment. Because we 
have a small staff and a small reading 
room, we have to take everyone by
appointment only. Usually we have an 
interview process fi rst to make sure
they’re not wasting their time looking 
for something we may not have.

What are some examples of 
research that people conduct at 
the center?

We get a whole slew of researchers
here. We get people from city and 
county agencies who want to do
offi cial research. We get students
doing research from local universities
and high schools. We get genealogists 
doing family research, because we
have a complete set of public records 
here for that. We get people who want
to decorate their offi ces with historic
photographs. We get documentary
fi lmmakers. We get authors and 
scholars from all over the world. And
of course the media does research
here, too.

have been found in Chinese tombs 
dating back to 200 B.C. They’re 
clay replicas of what the deceased 
will need in the next life—mainly 
agricultural things, like granaries, 
pigsties, sheep pens. I always wanted
one for my own collection, but not on 
a teacher’s salary. So I wondered if I
could make one.”

Artistic inquiry led Kavaljian 
to create all kinds of structural 
sculptures, from small spirit houses to
models that measure 5 feet 2 inches.
(“My height,” the diminutive artist 
jokes.) The pieces not only secured 
Kavalijian a unique niche in the art 
community, but also provided him 
ample opportunity to travel.

“I’ve been lucky enough to go on 
four Fulbrights,” Kavaljian says
proudly, referring to the prestigious 
program that provides research 
funding to university students
and faculty. “I went to India three
times—in 1977, ’80 and ’81—and
China in 1988. It’s a fabulous way to
spend seven weeks exposed to another 
culture and bring back information.”

Kavaljian has certainly made the 
most of his experiences. His artwork
has been exhibited all over Northern 
California—“I work locally because
shipping is so expensive,” he says—
and yet he’s never at rest.

“I like to be busy,” Kavaljian says. 
“I teach, I do my ceramics, I appraise 
antiques, I even have pretentions of 
making music. I own a harpsichord 
from one of the fi rst U.S. makers. I 
feel like life is so much richer when
you do lots of things.” Sounds like
he’s fi nally found his dream job.

To see Lee Kavaljian’s feats of clay, 
visit leekavaljian.com. l

Are you constantly seeking 
additions to the collection? 

We’re always looking for new 
additions to our collections. The 
criteria that we use are, fi rst of all,
do we already have it? What kind of 
condition is it in, because we don’t
necessarily want to take something 
that’s falling apart since we don’t
have any funding for conservation
or preservation of an item if it’s in
real bad shape. Was it used or made
in Sacramento? So we apply those 
criteria and then make the decision.  

Why in your opinion is it
important for us to understand
our community’s past?

Because of the context. By
understanding our past, we can 
respect the past. We can tell the
rich stories of our community. We
can understand what brought us to 
where we are today. It’s cliché to say
that if we don’t understand the past
we’re doomed to repeat it. I don’t
know that that’s particularly true, 
but I think that it’s important for us 
to understand where we came from 
and respect what came before, all 
the contributions of the people who
brought us to where we are today.

The Center for Sacramento History
is at 551 Sequoia Pacifi c Boulevard.fi
For an appointment, call 808-7072 or
e-mail csh@cityofsacramento.org.

Love Sacramento history? Check 
out the Old Sacramento Underground
tours and get the lowdown on our
city’s past. Tours of underground
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Sacramento kick off July 10 and
will be offered Thursdays through
Sundays every half hour from 11 a.m. 
to 6 p.m. through Labor Day, then 
weekends only through Halloween. 
Tickets are $15 for adults, $10 for 
youth 17 and under. To purchase
tickets, visit sachistorymuseum.org. 
For more information, call 808-7059.
l
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