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When a wallet talks, Mike Aday lis-
tens. At least metaphorically speaking.

In fact, coaxing such a curious con-
versation is part of Aday’s job as the ar-
chivist for Great Smoky Mountains Na-
tional Park. Part of my role as the 2022
Steve Kemp Writer in Residence is to
learn more about how he brings history
to life in addition to breathing new life
into history.

As has so often been the case
throughout my residency, I had no idea
there was such a place as the Collections
Preservation Center. The six-year-old,
climate-controlled, 14,000-square-foot
building in Townsend, Tennessee, is
home to an impressive 1.4 million rec-
ords, ranging from maps and photo-
graphs (35,000 of them) to Cherokee
pottery shards and Appalachian farm
tools, and so much in between. The col-
lection under Aday’s purview has items
dating to 1780.

“The human history you find in archi-
val holdings is fascinating,” he says. “It’s
amazing all the life that happens out-
side of the public eye.”

Aday is the impassioned gatekeeper,
collecting, protecting, and sharing the
wealth of information, all of which ties
back to the national park. The compila-
tion of genealogical information alone is
impressive, which is understandable
given the fact that the park is comprised
of 1,600 separate tracts of land.

“Someone sees their name on a
tombstone and wonders if they’re relat-
ed,” he says. “The question gets back to
me to try and answer.”

For Aday, business as usual often in-
volves working with academics digging
into various aspects of Southern Appa-
lachian history. You can often find him
sharing the collections through his com-
munity outreach efforts, helping people
understand the park and its history bet-
ter. He even makes time, and gladly so,
to answer questions from 10-year-olds
regarding how the Smoky Mountains
got their name.

While it’s uncommon these days for
Aday to get new donations to the collec-
tions, it still happens. The aforemen-
tioned wallet was just such a donation.
It was delivered into the park’s hands by
the great-great-granddaughter of Cades
Cove resident Elijah Oliver.

“Oliver was born in 1824, the son of

the first White European family to settle
in Cades Cove,” Aday offers. “He became
a prominent figure in the community.”

According to Aday, Oliver’s wallet
looked more like a leather pocketbook
than a traditional man’s wallet and was
crammed full of folded bits of paper.

“Like George Costanza from Seinfeld,
whose notoriously overstuffed wallet
was the fodder for many jokes,” Aday
says, “it was pretty clear Elijah had been
accumulating these bits and pieces for
decades.”

Decades indeed. The oldest piece
dated to 1840, while the most recent was
from 1910. Exhilarated by the donation,
Aday recounted how he went to work
trying to preserve each of the dated doc-
uments. The process, he explained, re-
quired careful extraction of each item
before he could, with equal care, unfold
them.

“Each piece had to be meticulously
cleaned,” he remembers. “As you can
imagine, after all those years, they were
filthy. I used special brushes to try and
remove the dust.”

Certain he had to humidify the pa-
pers to flatten them but unsure how to
achieve that, Aday did some online re-
search. The resulting “state-of-the-art”
humidifying system was crafted from a
white plastic storage container, plastic
coated wire rack, and a piece of un-
bleached muslin paper. Oh, how I wish I
could have watched this master at work.
I’m not sure I’ve ever used the word “fas-
tidious” before in an article, but I imag-
ine that word clearly applied to Aday’s
restoration and preservation efforts.

“I wetted down the muslin, placed
the rack on top of it, put the paper on top
of the rack, and placed the lid on the
container. I checked on it every 15 min-
utes to see if the fibers had loosened.
Then I sandwiched the flattened paper
between pieces of blotter paper until it
was completely dried. The process took
about three weeks during which time I
put other projects on hold. When the
first batch was completely finished, I
texted my wife and told her, ‘Oh my God,
it worked!’”

Aday’s efforts yielded serious pay
dirt — a window into the past. One doc-
ument, for example, verified that Oliver
had not been involved in Confederate
efforts during the Civil War and was
thus allowed the privilege of voting in
post-war Tennessee. Another was a
pass issued by the Union Provost Mar-
shall, after the region came under the
Union’s control, allowing Oliver to be on

the road.
Cades Cove community members,

according to Aday, supported the aboli-
tionist movement. As a result, the com-
munity often served as a temporary safe
haven for Union soldiers who had es-
caped from Confederate prisons. A ded-
icated advocate of education, Oliver
even saved correspondence to the
school board authorizing teacher pay.

Such correspondence is not an un-
common find in Aday’s world. In fact, he
has selected 20 historic letters that he’s
researched and written essays about for
a forthcoming book, “Letters from the
Smokies,” to be published by Great
Smoky Mountains Association in 2023.

“Some of the topics were difficult to
write about, particularly those concern-
ing the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indi-
ans and the African American history in
the park,” he says. “These stories have
been underexplored in the past but are
crucial to our understanding of the park
and its history.”

Knowing the painstaking efforts
Aday goes through to bring history and
historic voices to life, I have no doubt it
will be a book well worth reading.

Sue Wasserman was the 2022 Steve
Kemp Writer-in-Residence and is the
author of “A Moment’s Notice” and
“Walk with Me: Exploring Nature’s Wis-
dom.” She has also written for the New
York Times and Southern Living. She
lives in Bakersville.

Old wallet helps inform Cades Cove history

Donated to Great Smoky Mountains National Park by the great-great-granddaughter of Cades Cove resident Elijah Oliver,
this wallet came stuffed with bits and pieces of important papers spanning decades. PROVIDED BY GREAT SMOKY MOUNTAINS

NATIONAL PARK COLLECTIONS PRESERVATION CENTER

Word from the Smokies
Sue Wasserman

After the Civil War, the Tennessee state legislature passed a law that in order to
vote in elections a person had to be a male over the age of 21 and had to provide
proof that they had in no way been connected to the Confederacy. Documents
issued to Elijah Oliver provided that proof. PROVIDED BY SUE WASSERMAN


