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items from the bathroom in the 
bedroom, she says. “Where a col-
lector is proud to display a collec-
tion, people with hoarding disor-
ders are embarrassed and don’t 
want to have people over. They 
possess objects like treasures, but 
they don’t have the sense of want-
ing to show them off.”

Thankfully, my collections — 
whiskies and gins from around the 
world, cookbooks from restaurants 
I’ve eaten at, bracelets galore — are 
orderly displayed in my apartment.

The act of collecting offers the 
rush of the chase, the thrill of the 
find. And in some cases, it serves a 
larger purpose. We would have lit-
tle progress in the humanities or 
life sciences without the dedicated, 
some might say obsessive, pursuit 
that defines a collector. Consider 
the art aficionado who accumu-
lates a world-class collection to 
lend to a museum, the scientist who 
gathers data for years to make a 
groundbreaking discovery, the re-
cord collector who fanatically seeks 
out rare jazz albums and unearths 
lost Coltrane sessions in the pro-

analysis, hoarding was originally 
linked to obsessive-compulsive 
disorder. Hoarding disorder only 
became its own distinct diagnostic 
entity in the Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of Mental Disorders, 
Fifth Edition, published in 2013.

“To meet criteria for hoarding 
disorder, a person needs to have 
an attachment to objects to the 
point that it causes anxiety to part 
with their possessions, but it also 
needs to involve an impairment in 
terms of social functioning, work 
functioning and ability to use 
rooms in one’s home for their in-
tended purpose,” explains Carolyn 
Rodriguez, a psychiatrist and di-
rector of Stanford’s Hoarding Dis-
orders Research Program.

How do you know whether 
you’re a collector or a hoarder? 
“Individuals who are collectors 
are attached to objects, but they 
collect items around specific 
themes, and they keep them in an 
organized way,” she says. People 
who hoard, on the other hand, 
might keep items that should be in 
the garage in the bathroom and 

ticularly gifted collector who kept 
neatly packed pouches of jewelry 
in a drawer, tidy piles of stylish 
Italian leather handbags in her 
closet, menageries of small ceram-
ic animals and miniature furni-
ture in her grand dining room 
breakfront. She had survived the 
Holocaust, and I often wonder if 
her passion for collecting and the 
delight she took in objects were an 
effort to reclaim all that she’d lost. 
I think about this when I buy 
something I know I can do with-
out; even the basic act of collecting 
ties me to my grandmother and 
the pursuits that bind us. 

Too often, collecting is confused 
with hoarding. The two are not the 
same. Collecting is anything from 
a passing hobby to an active com-
mitment. Hoarding, a pathologi-
cal degree of accumulating, is a 
disorder. Historically, people who 
hoard have been looked upon as 
depraved. In Dante’s “Inferno,” an 
entire ring of Hell was reserved for 
hoarders and wasters, a condition 
resulting from greed.

In scientific and psychological 

You,” an investigation of how our 
belongings reveal our inner lives. 

“One thing that’s interesting in 
terms of keepsakes, collections 
and travel objects is to look at their 
placement in your space. Snoop-
ing around houses, my research 
points to the reasons to have ob-
jects in our spaces. They’re identi-
ty claims — deliberate statements 
of goals, values and what’s impor-
tant to us,” Gosling told me. “It’s a 
signal that says ‘this is who I am.’ 
People are happier, healthier and 
more productive when others see 
them as they see themselves.” 

Other objects are displayed sim-
ply for personal consumption, in 
which case they’re what Gosling 
calls a feeling regulator. “They’re for 
us — they don’t serve a communica-
tive function. They’re not about 
broadcasting a signal. They’re there 
to make you feel a certain way.” 

My keepsakes do both: They 
zoom me back to a moment when I 
felt exhilaration or calm or joy. 
And they reflect my identity in 
part because they connect me to 
my paternal grandmother, a par-

The coronavirus pandemic has disrupted travel domestically and around the world. You will find the latest developments on The Post’s live blog at www.washingtonpost.com/coronavirus/

event. “But now, being physically 
distant doesn’t mean we can’t be 
close emotionally. We need to 
keep our connection with other 
people.” 

Online family reunions first 
showed up on my radar two weeks 
ago when my quarantine partner, 
James, invited me to join him on 
the couch to catch up with his 

31-member family in Minnesota, 
Tennessee, Virginia, North Caroli-
na and Maryland — the first gath-
ering of all his kinfolk in a dozen 
years. 

Personally, I’m a reluctant vid-
eo conferencer. During normal 
times, I’d get in the car and drive 
to California before you’d find me 
in a Brady Bunch grid on some-
one’s screen. But as we shelter in 
place, we’re all operating outside 
our comfort zones. So a few days 
after James’s reunion, going 
against every introvert and low-
tech cell in my body, I planned a 
same-day reunion for my family. 

Unlike James, who watched a 
couple of Zoom tutorials, I didn’t 
prepare, and it showed. It took 15 
minutes to get everyone techno-
logically situated; even then, a 
cousin in California had to drop 
out due to audio snags. But what 
fun once we could all see and hear 
each other! Between entertaining 
updates (a 2,000-piece puzzle, 
TRX workouts, home haircuts), 
and cameos by dogs and cats, the 
40 minutes flew by, and there 
were more smiles than at our last 
gathering three years ago, at my 
grandmother’s funeral. As my 
cousin wrote on social media later, 
“Grandma Ruth would be very 
happy” to see us together.

Passover and Easter celebra-
tions last week prompted many 
families to try meeting online — 
even staging egg-decorating con-
tests — in lieu of gathering in 
person. My friend Jeff Fox in 
Northwest Washington had 
planned this spring to attend a bat 
mitzvah in Chicago, a grand-
daughter’s birthday in Berkeley, 
Calif., and a wedding in Tucson. 
Instead, he positioned his screen 
on the kitchen table and logged in 
to two lively Passover seders. He 
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The idea was hatched last sum-
mer: Six siblings would gather in 
Washington on April 2 to observe 
the 50th anniversary of the death 
of their cousin, Sgt. Richard El-
liott, in Vietnam. They would visit 
the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, 
toast Dickie, as he was known, and 
spend a few days touring the city. 
Airbnbs were reserved. Flights 
were booked. 

On April 2, at 11 a.m., the sib-
lings, from Upstate New York, Col-
orado, Florida and Washington, 
gathered and remembered Dickie, 
who was 21 when he was killed, 
engaged to be married that sum-
mer. The tribute was, in many 
ways, just as the family imagined: 
The group shared pictures of their 
cousin in his Army uniform, pho-
tos of his gravesite and a letter he’d 
written home. One sister read a 
piece she’d written about Dickie, 
and another shared her art. But 
there was no visit to the Vietnam 
memorial and there were no com-
forting hugs. The gathering, of 
course, took place online.

“It was a wonderful substitute,” 
said Bernadette McMahon, the el-
dest sibling, who lives on Capitol 
Hill. McMahon, a retired chemist, 
taught herself how to host a Zoom 
meeting and tested it out with 
each participant beforehand. On 
the anniversary, everything went 
as planned, except, McMahon 
said, it was too early in the day for 
a toast.

“We’re in touch a lot by email 
and text, but it was really nice to be 
talking face to face,” she said. “We 
were all really happy we did it.”

Six calls replaced by one
Voyagers and vacationers had 

barely finished canceling their 
trips early this spring when the 
same travelers swiftly embraced a 
pandemic proxy: the online re-
union. With travel on indefinite 
bed rest, families that expected to 
gather in person have been con-
gregating online for birthdays, an-
niversaries, graduations and 
weekly dinners. Unlike in-person 
reunions, which can require 
months of tedious planning and 
can run up credit card bills, these 
virtual reunions can be planned 
and held for free, with very little 
preparation.

Dean Kilpatrick, distinguished 
professor of clinical psychology at 
the Medical University of South 
Carolina, said it’s important to 
remember that being physically 
isolated is not the same as being 
psychologically and socially iso-
lated — which can lead to depres-
sion.

“When we didn’t have technol-
ogy, they were one and the same,” 
said Kilpatrick, who studies the 
importance of social connection 
after exposure to a traumatic 

reported nervous laughter experi-
encing familiar Passover rituals 
through the quarantine lens: 
washing of the hands, reading 
about plagues and opening the 
door to share the meal with 
friends and strangers — which of 
course wasn’t happening at all. If 
it had, doorknob disinfecting 
would have ensued. 

David Such, who lives in Louis-
ville, had planned to fly with his 
wife, son, daughter-in-law and 
grandson to visit his 85-year-old 
mother in Florida last week. Once 
that trip was canceled, he began 
hosting weekly Sunday dinners on 
Zoom. In the past month, those 
meetings expanded to include his 
five brothers and then his extend-
ed family. Before he knew it, there 
were 50 people from across the 
country on a recent meeting, just 
as loud and talkative as they are in 
person.

“I think it’s brought us all to-
gether more as a family,” said 
Such, who was laid off from his job 
at a logistics company recently. 
“Dad died last year, and Mom likes 
to see all the brothers together. It 
makes her laugh. I think even 
when we’re back to normal, this 
will continue. Instead of making 
six calls, it’s nice to make one.”

‘It really felt like a party’
Tara Ramchandani, a civil 

rights lawyer in Washington, has 
used Zoom extensively for work — 
its original purpose. After her 
family canceled plans for a cous-
in’s wedding next month in Los 
Angeles, she planned a reunion, 
sending invitations to family on 
the East Coast and in England and 
India through WhatsApp.

“It was challenging finding a 
time to work for everyone with 
three time zones,” she said. 
“Lunchtime on Saturday was after 
dinner in India and late afternoon 
in London.” The 26-person call 
included three generations. It 
worked out so well, the family 
repeated it the following week. 

Birthday parties have also be-
come a regular fixture on Zoom, as 
revelers long for cheerful connec-
tions during a time that for many 
has been unsettling, scary and 
sad. 

Shawn Donnelly, a massage 
therapist in Southwest Washing-
ton, celebrated her 58th birthday 
online two weeks ago. “The week 
before, my husband and I were 
supposed to be in California for 
Opening Day at Dodger Stadium,” 
said Donnelly, a big baseball fan 
whose birthday celebrations, like 
mine, often last a full month. “But 
covid puts everything in perspec-
tive. Now, none of that matters.”

On her birthday, Donnelly hung 
a banner, blew up balloons, frost-
ed a cake and poured champagne. 
Friends and family in California, 
Baltimore, Bethesda and Wash-

ington joined the party, with one 
couple baking a cake and freezing 
a few slices for the next time they 
see Donnelly in person. She de-
lighted in going around the Zoom 
room and explaining her connec-
tion with each of the attendees 
and then sharing her birthday 
wish for each person.

“It really felt like a party,” Don-
nelly said. “I was exhausted after 
talking for two hours. I missed the 
physical contact, but it’s amazing 
we can shelter in place yet still 
reach out and connect.”

Earlier this month, Jim Mar-
tens, a software engineer in Den-
ver, hosted an open house through 
Google Meet to celebrate his 46th 
birthday. About 60 people — fami-
ly, longtime friends, work ac-
quaintances, martial arts buddies 
and gamer pals — stopped by over 
three hours, just as they would for 
a traditional party. And just a like 
a regular party, Martens noted 
with a laugh, some people domi-
nated the conversation.

One friend played “Happy 
Birthday” on the bagpipes, anoth-
er played an Indian stringed in-
strument called the sarod, and 
Martens’s wife played the accordi-
on. “There were people who 
hadn’t seen each other for 20 years 
and who geographically couldn’t 
have been together,” Martens said. 
“It was so great to see everyone on 
my birthday and explore different 
ways of connecting. That’s what 
travel’s all about — exploration.”

Matt Schaar, who lives on Capi-
tol Hill and works for a nonprofit 
organization, had planned to visit 
his parents in South Dakota this 
spring. Instead, he has been set-
ting up family video calls on a 
weekly basis, connecting with 
South Dakota, Boston and San 
Jose. “There’s a loss in nonverbal 
communication that happens,” 
Schaar said. “When you see some-
one in a rectangular box, you can’t 
feel their emotions and catch the 
nuances. But it’s an improvement 
from a phone call.”

If it’s tough for some adults to 
adjust, it can be mind-blowing for 
kids. One of Schaar’s gatherings 
included a birthday party for his 
3-year-old niece in California. 

“They had a birthday cake, and 
we all tried to sing ‘Happy Birth-
day’ in sync, which of course was 
impossible,” Schaar said. “She 
started bawling in the middle of it. 
I think she recognized the existen-
tial dread of seeing her friends, 
but they were on the screen, not 
there with her.” Schaar, missing 
his co-workers, can relate. “That’s 
exactly how I feel every day work-
ing virtually.”
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In lieu of trips, friends and family are gathering virtually
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Shawn Donnelly, top center with her husband, recently celebrated her 58th birthday online. 
One couple even made a cake, freezing a few slices for the next time they see Donnelly in person.

cess, and the chef who stockpiles 
vintage cookbooks as a resource for 
his own world-class restaurant. 

“During the 1700s and 1800s 
there were aristocratic collectors, 
the landed gentry, who roamed 
the world in search of fossils, 
shells, zoological specimens, 
works of art and books, Mark B. 
McKinley, a professor emeritus at 
Lorain County Community Col-
lege in Ohio and author of the 
“Psychology of Collecting,” writes 
in a 2007 article in the National 
Psychologist. “The collected arti-
facts were then kept in special 
rooms (‘cabinets of curiosities’) 
for safekeeping and private view-
ing. A ‘cabinet’ was, in part, a 
symbolic display of the collector’s 
power and wealth. It was these 
collectors who established the 
first museums in Europe, and to a 
lesser extent in America.”

My collections of state magnets 
and bottles of whiskey and gin 
from distilleries around the world 
will never rise to that level. But 
they do pass Kondo’s test. Hold an 
object, she instructs, and ask your-
self if it sparks joy. If it does, keep it. 
If not, get rid of it. I abide by that. 
That’s why I won’t get rid of the 
hard-shell wicker purse shaped 
like an aardvark, complete with 
ruby-sequin eyes, that I found in 
Goldie’s General, a vintage store in 
Saskatoon, Canada. Or the bangle 
bracelet made from strips of li-
cense plate metal that I bought 
from an artist in Anchorage.

Souvenir collections do more 
than spark joy and memories and 
reinforce our identity. They offer a 
sense of control that comes from 
organizing, arranging or classifying 
these beloved belongings. It’s a way 
to achieve a tiny degree of order in a 
turbulent world. And goodness 
knows we can all use that right now. 

travel@washpost.com

Weisstuch is a writer based in New 
York City. Follow her on Twitter and 
Instagram @livingtheproof.

I bought the cowboy-boot-
shaped mugs on my desk at an 
antique shop in Cheyenne, Wyo. 
They remind me of a late night in a 
no-frills local joint, when a group 
of merry leather-clad motorcy-
clists broke out into a full-blown 
Garth Brooks hootenanny. One of 
the crooners bought a round for 
everyone in the place. We hoisted 
our bottles in unison. 

In a time when Marie Kondo, 
the pundit of purging, is a verita-
ble star, with her 2014 bestseller 
“The Life-Changing Magic of Tidy-
ing Up: The Japanese Art of De-
cluttering and Organizing,” the 
2019 Netflix series “Tidying Up 
with Marie Kondo” and subse-
quent appearances on daytime 
and late-night talk-show circuits, I 
should be ashamed to admit this, 
but I’m not: My name is Liza, and 
I’m addicted to souvenirs. 

In our digital era, social media 
posts are fleeting; photos get lost 
in the cloud. Buying things ce-
ments experiences and puts them 
on display so I’ll always remember 
a place I fell for, person who in-
trigued me or drink I tried. If I can 
wear it, apply it to my body, write 
with it or on it, eat it or decorate 
my apartment with it, it becomes a 
tangible part of the narrative of 
my travels, my past, a Proustian 
distraction from the everyday.

These days, as a global pandem-
ic cancels plans and renders the 
simple act of going to buy cereal a 
risk, we’re all on tenterhooks. But 
the simple act of holding an object 
— no matter how chintzy it might 
be — can revive sights and sounds 
of joyful moments. The word itself 
indicates that: Souvenir is French 
for “to remember.” 

Remembrances shape identity. 
This is part of the philosophy ad-
vanced by Sam Gosling, a professor 
of psychology at the University of 
Texas at Austin and author of 
“Snoop: What Your Stuff Says About 

souvenirs from E13

Keepsake collections can impart a tiny sense of order as uncertainty abounds

Photos by Liza Weisstuch for The Washington Post

Buying cookbooks while traveling allows the author to re-create dishes from particular destinations. A collection of gins she has 
bought at distilleries around the world includes bottles from places such as Helsinki; Kyoto, Japan; Juneau, Alaska; and Singapore.

Communication tips
Just as in real life, even the best planning can’t prevent all snafus. 
But a little preparation goes a long way. You don’t want grandma to 
get all dressed up only to be flummoxed by her lack of audio, and 
you don’t want to see nothing but tufts of curly hair because your 
cousin has the screen tilted too low. Below are seven  tips and best 
practices for a virtual victory. 

1. Plan ahead. Consider that some participants are busy working, 
even if they’re home. Factor in time zones and find an hour that 
works for everyone. 

2. Practice. If you’re new to videoconference technology, watch a 
training video. Test out your call with at least one other person to see 
how it works and experiment with features and settings, including 
audio (headphones are helpful). If you’re gathering with less tech-savvy 
folks, they might appreciate their own dry run, and everyone else will 
appreciate the smoothness of the operation when you get on for real. 

3. Get your mute on. If your meeting has more than a half-dozen 
participants, consider muting everyone at the beginning to limit 
background noise; each can unmute before he or she starts speaking.

4. Play it safe. Many schools and businesses have prohibited the 
use of Zoom, which has had countless security breaches and has 
since taken measures to better protect meetings. Hosts can increase 
security by password-protecting a gathering and locking up once it’s 
started. Take time to learn about videoconferencing options. While 
Zoom is the most popular, many people use Webex, Skype, FaceTime 
and Google Hangouts.

5. Lead your clan. The bigger the group, the greater need for an 
emcee to prevent total chaos — unless that’s your family’s jam. Go 
around the “room” (from youngest to oldest or west to east, for 
example) and ask everyone for an update, a pandemic survival tip, a 
short reading or a book suggestion.

6. Short is sweet. To prevent screen overload, tell everyone you’ll be 
limiting the call. Try 30 minutes and leave them wanting more. 

7. Have fun. “Not everything has to be a therapy session,” said Dean 
Kilpatrick, a professor of clinical psychology. “Small talk is okay. Find 
out how everyone’s doing in their worlds, get advice about navigating 
your world. Tell bad jokes. Laugh.”


