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REPORT INTRODUCTION AND PROJECT SUMMARY 
 
The application 

This NEH small museum assessment project promised to look at the current situation of all 
museum objects in the ŎŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bƛƴŜǇƛǇŜǎ aǳǎŜǳƳ ƻŦ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻƴǘŀƴŀ όƘŜǊŜƛƴ ba9a ƻǊ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ άǘƘŜ 
MǳǎŜǳƳέύ, both on display and in storage, and to provide recommendations in three areas:    

1) Short-term recommendations for items in critical need of conservation and improvements to 
storage and display;    
2) Long-term recommendations for improvements to storage and display areas, including 
environmental control and monitoring, security, smoke mitigation, ritual care, pest 
management and disaster planning;   
3) Evaluation of policy and practices relating to collection management and security, and plans 
for long-term loan acquisition.    

These recommendations were to be assessed in three site visits, and prioritized into a report that 
essentially comprises a long-range preventive conservation plan.  
 Finally, the application promised visits with board and staff, tribal members and representatives, 
and with members of the local museum and preservation community, to explain the project and 
promote sharing interests and resources in the preservation of local material culture. 
 
This report 
 During the site visits and in communications with NMEM staff, the consultant attempted to look 
at all aspects of museum practice and operations. This reflects the view of the consultant that the 
collections are the source and focus of any museum, and therefore drive everything a museum is and 
does. A ƳǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
collection that created the need for both the museum and its mission. 
 ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŀƴŎŜΣ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƻǳǘǊŜŀŎƘΣ ŀƴŘ 
education/interpretation are made from a collections preservation point of view, keeping in mind: 

¶ Exhibits need to present well-researched information in a way that is clear and appealing to the 
public.  

¶ Objects must be exhibited, stored and used in ways that protect their physical integrity and 
contribute to their long-term preservation. 

¶ Objects must be kept and exhibited in a way that is respectful of the culture or person from 
which the object came, and of the spiritual qualities embodied in the object itself. 

¶ Each museum must write and enact policy and methods that meet professional standards, but 
also that meet the needs of its operations within its community.  

 
Site visits and results 

The recommendations in this report stem directly from the site visits, conducted in the spring of  
2019. Three site visits were initially planned but only two were necessary, along with communication by 
telephone and email, to gather needed information. During the site visits, the consultant met 
individually with each staff member involved with the collections, as well as the board president, the 
founder, and Salish/Kalispel (tŜƴŘ hΩǊŜƛƭƭŜ) and Kootenai cultural representatives.  
 This report does not include descriptions of the final workshops and informational meetings 
with staff, tribal members and other museums that culminated the project, though it does contain their 
recommendations. The consultant intends that those meetings will open or widen doors to positive 
relationships between NMEM and other area stakeholders. Museums are community spaces, and 
positive community relationships are critical to the longevity of any museum. Small, geographically close 
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museums with similar missions can share resources and information to the benefit of all collaborators 
and their stakeholders. 
 
Organization of recommendations in this report 

The consultant wants to commend Museum staff for their commitment and hard work, and the 
many strides they have accomplished to date. Staff remain enthusiastic and dedicated despite limited 
hours and resources: during the grant period, several initial recommendations were completed before 
this report could be written. Staff and board members have expressed an interest in accreditation, and 
seem eager to improve all aspects of collections management.  

Nonetheless, the recommendations in this report are many. In order to make what might seem 
daunting more approachable, the consultant has organized the recommendations in several ways. 
Recommended activities are both described in the text and listed in bullet form at the end of each 
section. Because the sections on exhibits and storage each contain extensive recommendations, these 
sections also include summarized recommendations prioritized by need level: immediate, short term (1-
5 years) and long term (5+ years). An overall summary of recommendations is found in Appendix F. 

Recommendations should be reviewed carefully by staff to determine if they agree with this 
prioritization. Recommendations can be selected or re-arranged according to available funding 
opportunities, likelihood of completion and other factors that account for current strengths and needs 
of the institution.  

It should be stressed that many of these recommendations overlap, and completion of one may 
depend on that of another. Taking care of certain tasks will have positive impacts in other areas; for 
example, upgrades in security or pest management will be Museum wide, and will positively impact 
collections on exhibit and in storage. Integration of these systems and aligning these recommendations 
with insititutional goals and other Museum operations and resources are the essence of the strategic 
planning process. Planning for these needs is the next critical step for the Museum following this grant 
project.  
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DESCRIPTIONS OF SITE & COLLECTIONS 
 
Museum & collections background 

The MǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ collections were amassed by Bud Cheff, Jr. who built the Museum in 1998 to 
house his growing collection. Mr. Cheff grew up in the Mission and Flathead Valleys, the third 
generation of his family to live there. The Mission Valley area is home to the Salish, Kalispel and 
Kootenai people. Mr. Cheff tells of his youthful curiosity about the daily habits and stories of his 
neighbors. He was particularly curious about the ways of the old onesτthe elders among the Salish and 
related tribes. From his observations and interactions growing up, he began a collection of gifts and 
curiosities that quickly became much more than a collecting hobby.  

As exemplified by the several books penned in their name, the Cheffs are avid storytellers. This 
is one of several factors frƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƎǊŜǿΥ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘ 
curiosity and admiration of the craft and ingenuity of their Native neighbors, their love of the Mission 
Valley and a growing desire to preserve these stories and retain some understanding of passing ways of 
life. 

Begun with gifts and memorials to personal friends, the collection now numbers approximately 
2000 objects representing more than 15 American Indian tribes, documenting Euro-Indigenous contact 
and the 19th and 20th century progression of the people and animals of the Mission Valley. Outdoors, 
NMEM has several late-19th century ς early 20th century non-motorized vehicles on display, including a 
wagon originally used to transport live bison to the National Bison Range nearby. Additionally, there is a 
side and back yard with a walking trail and a cabin originally intended as an exhibit but now used 
occasionally for events. 
 
Site & structure 

The Ninepipes Museum is situated in the Mission Valley of Montana, along a two-lane stretch of 
U.S. Highway 93 just south of the town of Ronan. The name of the Museum and the Wildlife Refuge 
come from a local family. The Louis Ninepipes (over the years also spelled Nine Pipes and Ninepipe) 
family were neighbors and friends of the Cheffs, and many Ninepipes family personal items are in the 
MǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ  

An ideal location for tourist traffic, it is neighbored by the Ninepipes Lodge and a coffee & gift 
shop on one side, and the Ninepipes National Wildlife Refuge on the other. The Mission Mountain 
range, rising above the valley about 2 miles to the east, provides a dramatic backdrop to the Museum 
and hotel. The Museum and hotel are located within the boundaries of the Flathead Indian Reservation, 
home to the Montana Salish, Kalispel, and Kootenai nations. The S&K Tribal College is located in 
neighboring Pablo, Montana. 

Within ǘŜƴ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΩ drive is the St. Ignatius Mission Church, famed for its 1904 frescos. The 
church was built in 1891-1893; the mission, established in 1845 and moved to its present location in 
1854, is the oldest continuously active Jesuit-tradition parish in the western U.S. The original 1854 log 
church is currently operated as a museum supportive of the Mission. 

Another 15 minutes away is the National Bison Range, established in 1908 by President 
Theodore Roosevelt using the first Congressional appropriation to buy land specifically for wildlife 
conservation. A half-hour north of the NMEM is Flathead Lake, a pristine glacial lake and busy summer 
tourist destination. The Museum is less than two hours from Glacier National Park in one direction and 
the city of Missoula, Montana in the other. 

With all of these attractions, the Museum is in a prime location for a solid visitor base. The 
Museum generally sees 8000 or more visitors during its open season, and its visitor registration book 
regularly garners the signatures of folks from all over the world. 
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Hours & staffing 
 The Museum is open to the public seasonally March through October, Monday ς Saturday, 9 
a.m. - 5 p. m. It is available for tours by appointment in the off-season. The Museum is currently staffed 
as follows:  

Shop Manager: 34 hrs/week March ς Oct 
Shop Sales Clerk: 34 hrs/week March ς Oct 
Executive Director: 32 hours/week Annually 
Associate director: 28 hrs/week annually 
Bookkeeper 12-15 hrs/week Annually 
Collections Manager 8-12 hrs/week Annually 
Additionally, the Museum regularly makes use of ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ {ϧY /ƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ cultural 

preservation program. 
 The Museum would be well-served to work to grow at least some positions to full-time. In 
reality, of course, staff often contribute full-time hours, and the institution needs to work toward having 
that work recognized more formally. The strategic plan (see below) should address how the Museum 
will plan for increases in staff hours. The strategic planning process will specify and prioritize 
institutional needs over a five- to ten-year time frame; from this, museum planners will be able to 
determine which positions to expand in what order. It is the bias of this consultant that the Collections 
Manager, with fewer hours than any other staff member, should be the first position to be expanded, at 
least to the equivalent of other positions. The findings in this report support the need for expanding this 
position. 
 
Governance 
 The Museum is governed by a volunteer board of area residents. The board is quite active, and 
currently are strong in grant writing and certain business aspects of the museum, as well as having a 
deep knowledge of community history. Though some cohesive board documents and policies will need 
ǘƻ ōŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘΣ ōƻŀǊŘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ .ǳŘ /ƘŜŦŦ WǊΩǎ ƭŜƎŀŎȅΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ 
and assistance in this grant project are evidence of that commitment. 
 However, like many small local museums, the roster of individuals in the community with 
background in museums or even nonprofits is short. An ongoing difficulty among small museums is 
finding board members who are educated as to their role in a nonprofit community museum. 
Recognizing this gap, the American Alliance of Museums recently added a board development version of 
its Museum Assessment Program (MAP), a free service to small museums (https://www.aam-
us.org/programs/accreditation-excellence-programs/museum-assessment-program-map/). MAP 
includes several types of training and assessment areas. This report is equivalent to the MAP Collections 
Stewardship Assessment, but the other types--Organizational, Education & Interpretation, Community & 
Audience Engagement and Board Leadership--would each be of value to the museum as it moves 
forward. 
 
Building layout & description of collections areas 

The Ninepipes Museum building was constructed in 1997-98 of concrete block with a grand log 
portico on the front. There are six egresses to the building, one on the west-facing front (main entry), 
one glass door on the north side, one metal door on the south, two metal doors and a large double 
metal door on the back. The grounds surrounding the building are relatively flat, with a small stream and 
pond to the northeast behind the hotel, which sits across the parking lot to the north of the museum 
building. 

https://www.aam-us.org/programs/accreditation-excellence-programs/museum-assessment-program-map/
https://www.aam-us.org/programs/accreditation-excellence-programs/museum-assessment-program-map/
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 The main entry to the museum building opens directly into the gift shop, which is fairly 
expansive. In one corner of the ƎƛŦǘ ǎƘƻǇ ŀǊŜŀΣ ŀ άƎŀƭƭŜǊȅέ ƛǎ ǎƛƎƴŜŘΣ ōǳǘ the boundary that separates the 
not-for-sale exhibit items from gift shop items is not clear. Also in this corner is a gas fireplace and a 
large table used for staff meetings. The table itself is an artifact, made from a section of a locally-famous 
old-growth ponderosa pine tree that was felled by lightening. Above the gift shop, accessed by an open 
stairway, is the general office, which is glassed in and overlooks the shop and front entry. 
 The entrance to the museum exhibits is toward the back of the gift shop. The first three galleries 
form a U around the fourth gallery. These are rectangular halls with objects on open exhibit and in 
cases, along both walls and down the center (figures 1-3). There are several vignettes that are set apart 
by half-height walls of raw pine plank. The back-door egresses are at the back of galleries 1 and 3 
(figures 4, 5). 

The fourth gallery is a large room with an exhibit of taxidermied animals in the center; the 
visitor aisle forms a U around this animal display. On either side of the animal display is a row of six 
wood wall-mounted cases, each containing a set of American Indian clothing or (in one case) a 
cradleboard (figure 6). Most of the objects in these cases have stories personally connected to Bud Cheff 
and his family, including articles of clothing originally belonging to Louis Ninepipes. 
 !ǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅ ƛǎ ŀ ά¢ƛǇƛ ±ƛƭƭŀƎŜέ display with a painted backdrop depicting the 
Mission Mountains (figure 7). The village exhibit includes an active stream and pond in which the water 
is continuously cycled; the stream flows when a motion sensor is tripped by a passing visitor. A full-sized 
ŀƴŘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǘƛǇƛ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƘƛōit, along with eight mannequins in native dress, a full-size horse 
figure outfitted with a Native saddle and packs, and taxidermied birds and other animals. Above the 
backdrop, a platform holds more taxidermied animals (this platform is the roof of Gallery 2). This village 
was built and painted by Bud and Laurel Cheff, and is meant to depict pre-contact Salish life. It is a 
favorite of visitors. 

Collections storage and work areas are located in the basement, accessed by a stairway next to 
the exhibit entry at the back of the gift shop. The door to this stairway is kept closed and locked during 
open hours; a side outdoor egress opens onto the top of this stairway.  

At the base of the stairs is storage for gift shop merchandise, special event supplies and museum 
furniture. At the back of this general storage area is a collections work area, with a large work table and 
a counter along two walls. A door at the back of the work area leads into the first of two small storage 
rooms and another office. The second collections storage room is accessed through the first and through 
the office, and is the only storage room with a locked door. See discussion of this arrangement below. 
The total basement square footage is approximately half the area of the main floor exhibit galleries.  
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FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Basic Principles: Agents Of Deterioration And Core Documents 
 The Agents of Deterioration and the Core Documents are two frameworks around which 
museums plan and carry out their collections care activities. These elements are essential knowledge for 
anyone operating a collecting museum, and are at the root of the recommendations in this report. They 
are important enough to bear repeating here. 
 
Agents of Deterioration 

The Agents of Deterioration summarize the physical forces that negatively impact museum 
objects. The agents of deterioration, developed by the Canadian Conservation Institute, identify the 
άprimary threats specific to heritage environments and encourage their prevention at the collections 
levelέΣ first by avoiding, blocking and detecting possible damage, and then by responding and treating 
damage (www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/agents-deterioration.html).   

The Agents of Deterioration are:
1.  Physical Forces 
2.  Thieves and Vandals 
3.  Fire 
4.  Water 
5.  Pests 

6.  Pollutants 
7.  Light, Ultraviolet and Infrared 
8.  Incorrect Temperature 
9.  Incorrect Relative Humidity 
10. Dissociation 

Controlling these threats is a primary goal of collections care and management, and many of the 
recommendations in this report can be traced to these control measures. The staff at NMEM are 
encouraged to familiarize themselves with these agents and stay current on recommended mitigation 
methods.  

 
Core Documents 

! ƳǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ Core Documents are built from the framework of the Core Standards for Museums, 
a list of principles and professional practice common to public service museums (www.aam-

us.org/programs/ethics-standards-and-professional-practices/core-standards-for-museums/). The Core 
Standards and Core Documents were established by the American Alliance of Museums (AAM), the 
accrediting body for the profession, and are described by AAM as άfundamental for professional 
museum operations and embody core museum values and practices. They codify and guide decisions 
and actions that promote institutional stability and viability, which in turn allows a museum to fulfill its 
educational role, preserve collections and stories for future generations, and be an enduring part of its 
community.έ  

The five core documents are: the mission statement, the strategic plan, the institutional ethics 
statement, the disaster & emergency plan, and the collections management policy and procedure plan 
or manual. More on each core document can be found on the American Alliance of Museums website, 
and the Museum is encouraged to use this information in developing these documents for itself 
(www.aam-us.org/programs/ethics-standards-and-professional-practices/core-documents/; quotes in this 
section come from that site.) These core documents are addressed here because they are the 
underpinnings of the long-term preservation of the mǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ Ŧƻǳndational to this 
report.  
 It should be noted that none of the core documents are static. A museum is a dynamic, evolving 
organization that must remain adaptive and responsive to changes in the profession and to its 
community. Likewise, the people and documents that govern the institution must remain informed, 
active and responsive in order to continue moving the organization forward. 
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/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bƛƴŜǇƛǇŜǎ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ /ƻǊŜ 5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ 
Does the mission statement speak to the heart of what makes this collection and museum? The 

collection may have grown beyond the current mission, which does not speak directly to the founding 
vision of the Cheffs. The museum may want to explore revising the mission so that in either the mission 

or an expanded statement of purpose, the interest in preserving the vision of Bud and Laurel Cheff is 
noted in a way that also allows for change and expansion of museum exhibits. (The current mission 
ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘ ǊŜŀŘǎ άThe Ninepipes Museum of Early Montana was established to discover, memorialize, 
preserve, and protect the history and culture of the Flathead Reservation and early Montana. It is 
designed for the enrichment, education, and recreation of local residents and visitors.έύ 

The Museum must have a strategic institutional plan that is άaligned with their missionέ and 
άcovers all relevant areas of museum operationsέ. At this point in the MǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘΣ it is critical that 
the strategic plan include a timeline for the timely transfer of /ƘŜŦŦΩǎ personal collection to the Museum. 
The strategic plan should also include steps the Museum will take to accomplish the recommendations 
outlined in this report. Potential projects that provide points of collaboration between the Museum and 
the tribes, such as the imaging project mentioned by Sadie Peon, cultural representative for the Salish & 
Kalispel, can also be included in the strategic plan. 

The Museum needs to develop an institutional ethics statement that states άthe general ethical 
principles [that] apply to the governing authority, staff, and volunteersέ, άaddresses issues specific to 
each groupέ and άŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ōƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǘǊǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
conduct of individuals associated with the institutionέ. Using other institutional ethics statements as 
models, the NMEM institutional ethics statement will show the community and visitors the MǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ 
interest in operating under the highest professional standards. 

Guidelines and samples for a disaster & emergency plan are provided in Appendix A. In 
developing the disaster plan, staff should work directly with local emergency services and law 
enforcement, National Wildlife Refuge and National Forest officials to coordinate all activities. Annual or 
semi-annual contact with local emergency staff helps to maintain a critical relationship and stay updated 
with new staff and technologies, thus ensuring a better chance of survival for the mǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ. 
Law enforcement and emergency personnel should be regularly invited for a tour of the facility, and 
informed of Museum concerns and priorities. 

Staff are aware of the need for the core documents and are actively collecting information for 
completing the fifth of these, the collections policy & procedure manual. Staff have created an 
extensive outline and are aware of the topics the manual must address. As with the other core 
documents, those of other institutions and general templates can be used as starting points, but the 
bƛƴŜǇƛǇŜǎ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ Ƴŀƴǳŀƭ ǿƛƭƭ reflect its own institutional culture ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎΩ ǿƛǎƘŜǎΦ  

When writing the manual, keep policy and procedure separated. This is because policies require 
approval of the governing body (the board of directors), but procedures do not require approval and are 
subject to adjustment as staff see fit. The difference between what constitutes policy versus what is a 
procedure is not always obvious. See Appendix B for more detail on delineating policies and procedures. 
 
Board involvement and use of core documents 
 Museum staff will be the primary authors of the core documents named above. It is the role of 
the governing body for the organization, the Board of Directors, to understand and give its stamp of 
approval on each. To that end, Board members must be provided with background information, and 
must continuously and actively apprise themselves of professional standards and practice for museums. 
Museum staff need to develop a packet for the board that states responsibilities and expectations, and 
includes the most recent iterations of the bylaws and core documents. This packet must be kept 
perennially up to date and given to existing and new board members. 
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Community & tribal outreach and ritual care 
 The Museum continues to keep its doors open to community and tribal members. The Museum 
conducts several annual fundraising events that are well attended, and they actively seek interns from 
the neighboring S&K College of the Confederated Salish & Kootenai Tribes. Though not yet codified into 
written policy, by practice descendants and family of individuals whose personal items are on exhibit 
(clothing, pipes, ceremonial wear, occupational equipment, etc) are welcome to bring ceremonial 
offerings or provide ritual for these materials, as are tribal members more generally.  

With an estimated 80% or more of the collection (not including photographs) originating with 
American Indian people, a Ritual Care plan must be included in the Collections Policy & Procedure 
Manual. This ritual care plan will not spell out every ritual activity that each represented tribe might 
want to conduct at some future date, but will formalize the MǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ 
and accommodation to appropriate ritual activities. The collection and museum built by the Cheff family 
embodies the trust and respect they have shared with their Native neighbors; the ritual care plan 
ŎƻŘƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǊǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎΦ The ritual care policy 
addresses the ways in which the Museum cares for the objectsΩ physical condition as well as the 
intangible cultural heritage embodied in the them. It specifies staff activities that support care of these 
intangible quailities. See Appendix E, Part 2 for a sample ritual care plan. 

The consultant spent one site visit day visiting with cultural representatives Sadie Peon of the 
Salish/Kalispel and Rosemary Caye of the Kootenai. It was the first time either of the representatives had 
visited the Museum, and their impressions were generally positive. They stressed that historic objects 
may retain the personalities and power of the original owner, and noted that questions about the 
appropriateness of how an object is exhibited or stored are often best addressed to the person or family 
of original ownership or creation, already a common practice at the Museum.  
 
Recommendations relating to core documents 
 As noted above, staff and board members should follow guidelines found on the American 
Alliance of Museums website in developing their core documents. All core documents should be 
reviewed and updated regularly, and all except collections management procedures need the approval 
of the board, with that approval recorded in the board meeting minutes. The dates of board approval 
and approval of any changes or updates should also be recorded in each document. The following 
summarizes institution-specific needs noticed at the site visits, but is not a complete list of components 
needed in each document: 
 Mission Statement 
  9ƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎΩ ǾƛǎƛƻƴΦ  

Remember that all museum policies and activities are founded in ǘƘŜ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ mission. 
Strategic plan 
 Addresses the timely legal transition of family & personal collections to the Museum. 
 Addresses relevant recommendations in this report. 
 Addresses board development and succession. 
 Addresses staffing and all areas of museum programming. 
 Supports the mission, describes & integrates goals, responsibilities and resources. 
Institutional Ethics Statement 
  Shows the public that the museum is striving for best practice. 
 Must be signed by staff, volunteers and board members. 
Emergency & Disaster Plan 
 Work with local emergency personnel and law enforcement to develop and keep  

updated. 
Include fire drills and implementation schedule. 
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Make use of local and state services such as first aid and fire extinguisher training. 
Collections Policy & Procedure Manual 

  Keep policies separate from procedures. 
  Board of directors approves policy only. 
  Include: ritual care plan, security plan/policy, registration and recording procedures, 

 policy approval dates. 
 
Assessments 
 
The building envelope 

The building structure is the outer-most enclosure protecting the collections, both in protection 
from physical elements and as the primary security for any museum. As noted above, the NMEM is built 
in a wetland area and moisture issues have been a problem inside the building. Because moisture and 
humidity issues are chronic in this setting, staff regularly monitor for moisture and humidity in all 
collections areas and are quick to respond to any observed problems.  

The exterior of the building and doorways or other egresses must also be regularly monitored. 
Exterior doorways and the building foundation must be kept clear of debris and grass or weed growth. 
These metal doors have no exterior handles or opening hardware, but nonetheless are a potential 
hazard to both security and collections preservation and impact gallery temperature and humidity. A 
closet or entry built inside around exterior doors would help mitigate these problems. 

One of the questions this assessment was intended to address was that of smoke deposition on 
objects, particularly those exhibited in the open. On the advice of a conservator, the consultant 
conducted random swipe tests throughout the exhibit galleries, using lint-free cotton cloth dampened 
with distilled water. No visible residue was found, and very little dust was found on exhibited objects. 
This is encouraging, as dust is a perennial problem in museums in this region and smoke from wildfires is 
ŀƴ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜƴŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ I±!/ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƛǎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ 
filtering outside air appropriately. Planned, regular maintenance procedures for this system should be 
included in the collections policy & procedure manual. 

 
Recommendations for the building envelope 

ü Continue to regularly monitor humidity and watch for moisture problems; record 
observations by date to get a long-term view of problems and needs. These records are 
required in any accreditation bid and will support future funding requests. 

ü For fire and pest mitigation, keep building exterior (to within 3 feet of building) clear of grass, 
debris and weed growth. 

ü Provide for regular maintenance of HVAC system; refresh filters after smoke season. 
ü Construct entry areas around interior exhibit gallery doorways. 

 
Security 

The consultant believes that upgrading security of the collections, especially in exhibits, is the 
most urgent need of the NMEM. Theft is listed second among the Agents of Deterioration, because an 
ƻōƧŜŎǘ ƭƻǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜŦǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƭƻǎǘ ǘƻ ǇƻƻǊ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ 
heritage website, where the Agents of Deterioration are described, notes that many thefts from 
ƳǳǎŜǳƳǎ ŀǊŜ άŎǊƛƳŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅέ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘŀōƭŜ 
(https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/agents-deterioration/thieves-vandals.html).  

NMEM is ripe for this type of theft and may have already suffered loss without knowing it.  
Current exhibit security consists of several methods: 

¶ Barriers (rope & stanchions) 
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¶ Closed cases 

¶ Motion-sensor alarms 

¶ Use of reproductions (especially photographs) 
Each of these is useful in its own right, but each (except the use of reproductions) has problems in its 
application here, and these systems are not effectively integrated. For example, to be effective barriers 
must be placed far enough away from exhibited objects so that a visitor reaching across the barrier is 
not able to reach the objects. Currently, due to space limitations many objects are within inches of the 
rope, effectively making it more of a hoped behavioral deterrent than a physical barrier.  

The motion-sensor alarms are likewise inadequate. Motion sensors are set to cover the length 
of one side each of galleries 1 and 3, on approximately the same line as the rope and stanchions. The 
sensor hardware is outdated, takes up a great deal of space and is very obtrusive where it is mounted on 
gallery walls amongst artifacts (figure 8). Reaching across this sensor triggers an alarm that is not heard 
in the gallery; it can take several minutes after the sensor is tripped for a staff person to reach the 
gallery. The responding staff person is often the gift shop manager, who is also the primaryτand often 
only--clerk in the gift shop. It is easy to imagine a situation where she was with customers and unable to 
respond immediately to an alarm from the next room, and during one site visit the consultant 
demonstrated how easy it would be to reach across the rope, grab something small and walk away 
before staff reached that spot. 

Improving the MǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ system is critical, but there are simple, inexpensive measures 
that can be implemented immediately with objects on exhibit (see Appendix C). In the longer term, a 
security policy should be developed and included or referred to in both the collections management 
policy and the emergency & disaster plan. The process of its development and implementation should 
be described in the strategic plan. Elements of a security policy can be found at 
https://www.canada.ca/en/conservation-institute/services/agents-deterioration/thieves-vandals.html#secur3. 
(See also Appendix D, list of organizations and websites providing professional support and information). 

As soon as possible, staff need to ƻōǘŀƛƴ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴŘ ǳǇƎǊŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ 
Staff will need to research security systems online and work with security system professionals to 
determine the best combination of motion sensors, cameras, monitors for their exhibits and collections 
areas. They should talk with several security providers if possible, to apprise themselves of trends and 
what would be most effective in their situation, keeping in mind flexibility for future exhibit changes. 
These providers may be willing to offer estimates for building-wide systems that could then be used in a 
grant request for a complete security upgrade. Or, the Museum can take researched security 
information to their local provider and begin to upgrade hardware and systems incrementally. 

Security system improvements must include door access control. Currently collections area 
doors have various locking mechanisms and key access is restricted by limiting key locations and staff 
knowledge of those locations. A building-wide security system should include swipe-key access to all 
collections areas and as part of building access. Electronic swipe key access records the user each time 
the door is opened and allows greater control over which staff have access to what areas. 

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΩǎ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎǊƻǿŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ ŀǊŜŀǎΦ Lǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ 
be mentioned here that crowded exhibits are security risks: visitors are more likely to help themselves 
to small appealing things when there are so many others right there. And staff are less likely to notice 
one missing thing among so many. Reducing overcrowding improves security. 

Staff are to be commended for their progress in creating accurate inventories of objects on 
exhibit. As a regular part of Museum security protocol, a copy of the most recent inventory along with 
the database backup should be kept in a secure off-site location and regularly updated. In addition to a 
current, accurate inventory, the Museum needs to establish a practice of logging any object movement. 
Log sheets that list date, name, object name & id number, why and to where it was moved, should be 
placed in each gallery and storage room. ²ƘŜƴ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘΣ ŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘΩǎ place on the shelf or container 



 

11 
 

should be marked so that that space is reserved for the object when it is returned. Movement of objects 
on exhibit should be the result of planning and all staff should be made aware of planned exhibit 
changes. Anyone who moves an object in storage or on exhibit must record this change. 

 
Recommendations & priorities for security 
 In general, upgrade the security of objects on exhibit and in storage, through a combination of 
physical and electronic methods. 
 Immediate 

ü Replace rare and highly valuable documents with color photocopies or photographs; 
place originals in storage (be sure to mark the backs of the copies as such and the id 
number of the original, and record the location of the original). 

ü Add security hardware to objects on exhibit. Start with valuable artwork and small 
objects within reach of barriers. Replace exhibit case screws with security-head screws 
(star, square or reverse-torque bits). 

ü Begin development of a security policy as part of the collections management policy. 
The security plan/policy should be referenced in the emergency & disaster plan, and 
off-site backups kept of both together. 

ü Establish a practice of creating regular backups of inventories and collections database. 
Include scans or copies of loan and donation documents and other critical documents, 
and copies of the database on removable media (such as a thumb drive or cd). Store 
these off-site in a secure location such as a bank safe deposit box. Two staff positions 
should have designated authority to access the box (a policy). If stored in a personal 
safe or home, another staff person should know how to access the backups in an 
emergency. Update the off-site backups at least monthly, preferably weekly; back-up 
the database locally--to hard drive or external media kept on site--daily (a procedure). 

ü Establish the practice of recording the movement of all museum objects into, within, 
and out of the Museum. 

 Short term (1-5 years) 
ü Reduce crowding, beginning with open areas. Fewer objects will create more space so 

that objects on exhibit are further from the reach of visitors. (Removing large numbers 
of objects from exhibit will have to be coordinated with the audio tour, and with storage 
improvements that allow more objects to be placed in storage. Current crowding in 
storage is also a problem whose solution will require some time for implementation.)  

ü As an interim measure to a building-wide security system, obtain funding to purchase 
and install new motion-sensor hardware and develop related security training and 
protocol. 

 Long term (5+ years) 
ü Develop security plan and system that is integral to the building and is zoned for 

exhibits, egresses, storage and work areas; and includes swipe key access, video 
monitoring and live guards (guards can be roaming and double as docents or 
interpreters). Electronic systems, including swipe key interior door access and electronic 
identification for external access, allow automatic logging of all access points, and both 
video and text data can be downloaded and archived.  

ü Keep security issues in mind when remodeling exhibits. 
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Exhibits 
Arrangement and flow of exhibits 

 One of the unique aspects of the NMEM collection is the personal connection between many of 
ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊΣ .ǳŘ /ƘŜŦŦΣ WǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƳƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ 
shared by these families is obvious in the presentation of their personal tools, clothing and regalia. 
 Over time, the exhibits will need to be remodeled, both to upgrade exhibit materials and 
furniture and to improve interpretation and mission relevance. Planning for these upgrades is part of 
the strategic planning process and should make use of the recommendations from this assessment. The 
Museum must also keep in mind the original vision of the founders, and should keep the stories of the 
ŦƻǳƴŘŜǊǎΩ ǊŜƭŀtionship with the objects on exhibit as a demonstration of that vision to the public.  
 A primary recommendation of the tribal cultural representatives who were consulted for this 
assessment (Sadie Peon for the Salish and Kalispel, and Rosemary Caye for the Kootenai, both members 
of the Salish-Kootenai Confederated Tribes) was to exhibit objects so that they are physically shown with 
other objects from the same culture group. This would allow interpretive materials to describe each 
ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎhip to the people and lifeways occurring simultaneously in the Mission Valley of 
early Montana. Where a personal acquaintance of the Cheff family has objects on exhibit, those 
materials can be shown in context with others of their culture and in comparison to materials from 
other cultures. Another gallery might focus on local families and the necessity of their interdependence. 
 Another important aspect of exhibiting Native American cultural objects noted by the cultural 
representatives was that where questions might arise as to the appropriateness of exhibiting personal 
items, the original owner or his/her closest relatives should be consulted. Exhibit labels should provide 
some indication of this consultation (currently, many of these stories are included in the audio tour, but 
they are not found in written form in the exhibits.) An example of this is the Crazy Dog Society shirt in 
Gallery 4. Within this society, a shirt such as this would not normally be retained by the society member 
up on his retirement, ƴƻǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƛǘ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƻǊ ƘŀƴŘƭŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀŦǘŜǊ ōŜƛƴƎ άƎƛǾŜƴ ōŀŎƪέ ǘƻ ƴŀǘǳǊŜΦ 
IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ aǊΦ /ƘŜŦŦ ǘŜƭƭǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƘƛǊǘΩǎ ƻǿƴŜǊ ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƘƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǾŜ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ 
when he gave it to Cheff. Some details about the shirt are included on the audio tour, but the only 
ǎƛƎƴŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƛǎ ά.ƭŀŎƪŦŜŜǘ ƭŜƎƎƛƴƎǎ κ /ǊŀȊȅ 5ƻƎ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ {ƘƛǊǘ κ /ƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ DŜƻǊƎŜ YƛŎƪƛƴƎǿƻƳŀƴέΦ 
This is also an example of the many untapped opportunities for rich stories layered in personal and 
cultural history suggested by a dizzying array of objects currently on exhibit. 
 

Interpretation 
 The primary interpretive tool used by the Museum is the audio tour. Signed interpretive 
information is spotty and uneven throughout the exhibits. Detailed text panels are scattered throughout 
the galleries, most highlighting the original owner/creator of an object on exhibit. In some places groups 
of objects have some minimal identification, either the name of the object, the tribe or place of origin, 
the name of the maker, artist or the subject pictured in a photograph or artwork  

Labels need to be made consistent throughout the galleries. LǘΩǎ ƻƪ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘǿƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘȅƭŜǎΣ 
such as the group label for a vignette or small case and individual labels for unrelated objects on the 
wall, but formatting and placement of information should be consistent throughout the Museum. The 
άƎǊƻǳǇ ƭŀōŜƭέ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘhe same order and format as the individual 
object labels, but in list form with each item numbered to correspond to an easily visible number next to 
the object on exhibit. On an individual object label, additional text (if included) usually comes after the 
identifying information; in a group label the extended text introduces the grouped objects. Group labels 
are excellent for exhibit sections where all of the objects listed on the label have some unifying factor 
such as a specific person or culture, time, place or event. Single-object wall labels help highlight 
important individual objects. 

 



 

13 
 

Sample grouped object label format: 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sample of a standard format wall label for single 
historical objects, photographs or artworks: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Relevance to mission 

 Exhibits must relate to and support the mission of the Museum. Where this relevance is not 
necessarily clear, extended labels or wall text can help explain this relevance. For example, the Museum 
recently accepted a collection of Alaskan carved walrus ivory figurines. The connection to a museum 
ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ άŜŀǊƭȅ aƻƴǘŀƴŀέ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘŜƴǳƻǳǎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ŘƻƴƻǊΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ōƻǘƘ !ƭŀǎƪŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
Mission Valley of Montana are explained. This relevance needs to be made clear in both the Museum 
records and to the public. 
 

Museum objects on exhibit in gift shop 
 Exhibiting historic collections objects next to retail sale materials can be confusing for the public. 
Currently in the gift shop, historic Native dolls are exhibited in a closed case; those and other collections 
ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƭŀōŜƭŜŘ άCƻǊ 5ƛǎǇƭŀȅ hƴƭȅέΦ Providing a sneak peek at one or two collections objects as an 
enticement to visitors to pay the entry fee is a reasonable marketing effort, but it might be more 
effective if the case containing collections ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ǿŀǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜǊƪΩǎ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ This would give the 
salesperson the opportunity to talk about the Museum and encourage visitors to pay to view it, and to 
clarify the separation of gift shop merchandise from museum collections objects. In general, Museum 
collection objects should be clearly labeled and kept in separate locations from gift shop merchandise. 
 Exhibit halls and the gift shop have one other unfortunate relationship: they seem to share the 
same insect infestation, evidenced by holes in the wood and daubing. Untreated wood, some not 
debarked, is used throughout the exhibit halls. Evidence of wood-boring insects is clear in both exhibits 
and the gift shop. As quickly as possible, these insects need to be identified and any wood where 
infestation is visible must be treated or removed. 

Title of vignette or section 
²Ƙŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ 
important about it. When it 
happened, who it happened to, 
why we think it happened. 
 
1. Maker   2. Maker 
Object name Object name 
Date made date made 
Materials  Materials  
 
3. Maker 4. Maker 
Etc. 

Maker or artist 
Title or object name 
Year of creation 
Materials 
 
Credit line 
 
Additional context or descriptive information 
for the object in paragraph form, aka 
extended label content. 
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Inventory & documentation 
Staff are working hard to create and maintain an inventory of objects on exhibit. This inventory 

is one of the most important conservation and security measures the Museum can take. 
Part of this inventory needs to be documentation of the physical condition of objects. Site visits 

for this project included extensive photographs of exhibit areas which are provided to the Museum as 
part of this final report. Although many exhibit areas or elements have changed, the objects and 
locations in the photographs should be identified and electronically filed to aid in future conservation or 
identification. As staff make exhibit changes, taking and filing photographs of those new exhibits is 
important for both security and conservation. 

Staff are aware that a number of the objects on exhibit do not have signed loan or gift 
documentation and are working to correct this problem as part of their inventory efforts. Procedures 
involved in finding or creating this documentation should be included in the collections policy & 
procedure manual, and steps taken to identify and record individual lenders and donors should be 
recorded in each object and source record or file. 
 

Condition and conservation issues 
The Museum has a number of issues to address, primarily environmental control and use of 

appropriate materials.  
Staff report uneven temperature and humidity throughout the galleries. Monitoring is done by 

several types of hygrothermographs and dataloggers, and shows the highest humidity readings in the 
interior-most gallery (Gallery 4). Humidity in this gallery is generally higher in part due to the water 
exhibit element. Gallery 4 in particular has many conservation challenges, addressed at more length 
below. 

Staff have mitigated the impact of humidity for very sensitive objects in Gallery 4 by placing 
those objects in enclosed cases. These cases have other problems that need to be addressed, including 
lighting and air circulation. Conditions inside each case need to be monitored and case contents 
changed so that objects in them are made of materials least impacted by negative environmental 
conditions in them. In other words, this is not an ideal environment for the exhibit of costume and 
textile material and reinstallation of these cases should be a priority as exhibits are redeveloped. 

Closed cases must be constructed of inert materials and allow for air flow within the case. Most 
of the exhibit cases at NMEM are constructed of pine, with hinged or removeable tops that are secured 
by screws. In many, case floors are lined with carpeting of non-archival materials and possibly adhered 
with glue. This creates a microenvironment wherein humidity and accumulating gases from the wood, 
adhesives and other materials are trapped inside the case and negatively impact its contents. The 
starkest example of this impact is probably two beaded breastplates in Gallery 1 (figure 9). The 
breastplates are made predominately from large glass padre type beads, and nearly all of the beads are 
crizzled, diseased with a mold associated with this closed environment. On one of these breastplates, 
many of the green beads in particular have crumbled in place (figure 10). Exhibit cases must be adapted 
and eventually replaced with cases made of preservation materials. 

Lighting needs to be addressed throughout the exhibits. Currently, exhibit halls are lit 
predominately with overhead floods. These are extremely reflective on cases with glass tops or fronts 
making it difficult to see objects in those cases, and light levels are in the hundreds of foot-candles 
throughout the museum, though recommended levels for most object types here are 5-7 foot-candles. 
Inexpensive methods of reducing light levels include adding dimmers to light switches and screens or 
gels over fixtures. In the longer run, the Museum needs to explore refitting its lighting to museum 
exhibit lighting that is versatile and controllable. Lighting considerations need to be part of any new 
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exhibit installation or rearrangement; for example, low-intensity, cool LED lights with remote control can 
be installed in cases and reduce the need for overhead lighting. 

Objects hung high on the walls are especially vulnerable to light damage from the strong, hot 
lights currently in use. Their proximity to the light fixtures ensures that they receive exponentially more 
light than the objects several feet further away. Additionally, it is impossible to conduct appropriate 
cleaning and monitoring of these objects, especially those that are predominately feather and textile. 
These high walls could be used for inert materials and signage, but both the placement and method of 
exhibit is damaging to textiles, feathers, and most other objects currently displayed in this manner. 

Clothing items throughout the exhibits need attention. Clothing exhibited on hangers must also 
be supported at its heaviest areas; even placing these on padded hangers is inadequate: beading and 
metal elements pull on the spots they are attached to, creating high stress points that eventually tear. 
Leather clothing in particular is distorted by long-term exhibit, whether on a hanger or mannequin, 
because it stretches and shapes itself to its support. This distortion weakens the leather, and is often 
permanent. The degradation caused by the intense light will exacerbate this problem.  

Clothing exhibited on mannequins also requires better support. Most importantly, mannequins 
should be altered to fit the clothing to be exhibited, rather than the other way around. The mannequins 
themselves should be viewed as either an interpretive tool or an exhibit prop. From the interpretive 
perspective, the look and posture of mannequinsτwhether or not they have faces or even heads and 
hair, color of eyes, hair and skin, and how they are articulatedτcommunicates information to the 
viewer. Alternately, a figure can be created that fully supports the clothing but is featureless or even 
invisible, making it more of an exhibit prop than an interpretive tool. This is a policy topic that should be 
addressed in the exhibit plan.  

Likewise, bags, chaps and other items that are hung by their straps or handles must be given 
better support. A single-point support (such as a bag hung by its strap on a nail) creates extreme stress 
ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǇƻǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŘƛǎǘƻǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ 
reversed; this distortion is already very likely permanent in many objects currently on exhibit. Heavy 
beaded bags must be supported from underneath. Chaps need to be supported by the full 
circumference of the waist, either on a mannequin or on a covered polyethylene block shaped to fit; 
they could also be laid on a flat or slanted (covered, archival) board.  See Appendix E for more detail on 
appropriate exhibit methods and care of objects on exhibit. 
 

Overcrowding 
 As noted in the section on security, exhibits are crowded and in many places multiple objects 
are lapped or stacked on one another (figure 11). In addition to being a conservation concern, this 
ŎǊƻǿŘƛƴƎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΩ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ Ƴŀƴȅ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳ from 
providing appropriate interpretation due to lack of space. A good place to start reducing overcrowding is 
to remove objects that are not easy to see or that are obscured from view by other objects. Where 
overlap is unavoidable, a barrier such as mylar or cotton cloth should be placed between the objects.  
 Limited storage space in turn limits what can be removed from exhibit, but as staff go forward 
with exhibit planning, they should consider how to rotate objects between exhibit and storage to 
provide for less crowding, contribute to long-term preservation of the collections, and refresh exhibits 
to invite return visitors. 
  

Gallery 4 
 Gallery 4 has a number of conservation issues related to the objects on exhibit and the exhibit 
methods used. This gallery holds most of the MuseumΩǎ ǘŀȄƛŘŜǊƳȅ collection, including large predators, 
birds and rodents. Many of these animals were taken and mounted by members of the Cheff family and 
their friends. The preserved animals are incorporated into the tipi village vignette and dominate the 
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center portion of the room. In an effort toward authenticity, throughout the taxidermy exhibit staff have 
used unwashed burlap, dried native grasses and other vegetation, and actual animal scat picked up 
locally (see figures 6 & 7). 
 With the addition of the water elementτthe stream that runs through the tipi village vignette 
and recycles water when a motion sensor is tripped by a passing visitorτthe Museum has created a 
very inviting living space for mice and insects that can damage collections. Staff report having noticed 
mice in this area. 

Some of the objects in the village vignette may be historical, but most are more recent. In 
Gallery 4 most objects of historical importance are exhibited in cases and so are relatively protected but 
still potentially vulnerable in this challenging room. The taxidermy collection has historic value of its 
own, representing over 50 years of animal life in the Mission Valley. And there is currently no other 
space in the Museum building large enough to house this collection. The stream and village elements 
are very popular with ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘŜŦŦΩǎ vision, so they will remain for some time to 
come. 

Nonetheless, there are several ways staff can begin to address some of the conservation 
challenges in this gallery while leaving these cherished elements in place. Burlap, vegetation and other 
natural materials should be replaced with inert materials. In addition to current humidity monitoring, 
temperature monitoring and a carefully planned Integrated Pest Management (IPM) program should be 
established in this gallery, with sticky traps in hidden places throughout the gallery and near all 
entrances. Annually, each animal should be carefully examined by a conservator for potential infestation 
or chemical hazards and dealt with accordingly. In the future, consider re-vamping exhibits so that the 
taxidermy is presented with its history and relevance in a gallery built to accommodate its conservation 
requirements. Eventually, textile objects and those of other sensitive materials should be moved into an 
exhibit situation less vulnerable to potential problems.  
 

Outdoor exhibits 
Several animal-powered vehicles and a dug-out canoe are exhibited in the yard to the south of 

the Museum. Each is identified with its name; the buffalo wagon carries a more extensive interpretive 
panel. With the exception of the buffalo wagon (figure 13), the vehicles on exhibit in the Museum yard 
are not particularly rare, so perhaps unprotected exterior exhibit is acceptable, but staff must 
understand that leaving wooden and iron objects in the open contributes to their speedy deterioration. 
The wildlife refuge next door is swampy and wet year-round, and though the Museum site is on a slight 
rise the inherent ground moisture is apparent. Where vehicle wheels have been set up on blocks, even 
the blocks have begun to sink into the ground. This area is also a liability to the Museum because though 
it is minimally ǎƛƎƴŜŘ όƻƴŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜ ōŜŀǊǎ ŀ άYŜŜǇ hŦŦέ ǎƛƎƴ, figure 14) it is not monitored by staff and the 
vehicles are not safe to climb. 

A yard of decaying wagons was once an expected site at small local museums in the west, but 
museums are realizing that if they want to preserve these vehicles they need to provide more protection 
for them. The buffalo wagon in particular is worthy of better protection, and how to provide that should 
be part of the exhibit plan. CƻǊ ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ƻǿƴ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ǳƴǎŀŦŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ 
by the public.  

Finally, all objects on exhibit outdoors should have some kind of interpretation to relate them to 
ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘ ǳsed throughout the Museum. This could be signage 
or a hand-held brochure.  
 
  



 

17 
 

Maintenance  
¢ƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅΣ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ 

extremely important. Dusting, checking hidden places for problems, IPM and temp and humidity 
monitoring, are all necessary tasks that are easily taught to interns or volunteers. Creating an IPM plan 
and cleaning and monitoring schedules, and recording activity dates and findings will set the 
groundwork for developing a dataset that is required in an accreditation bid and in many grant 
applications, and will be important to exhibit planning. 
 

Exhibit planning and the audio tour 
 With careful planning, many of the problems listed here can be worked on simultaneously as 
exhibits are incrementally revamped. Scattered around the exhibit halls and cases are signs indicating 
chapter numbers for the recorded audio tour (figure 12). Staff note that major changes in exhibit 
content and format will require re-working this audio tour, an extremely time-consuming and expensive 
undertaking. However, several of the recommendations regarding objects on exhibit can be undertaken 
without conflicting with the audio tour as it is, and most of these are first priorities in any case: reducing 
the number of objects on exhibit, improving security and documentation of objects on exhibit, 
improving labeling, and exhibit planning are among them. Complete rebuilds of exhibit halls may be a 
long-term dream, but it should be possible to make the re-recording of the audio tour part of a series of 
projects, possibly grant funded, that incrementally improve the exhibits while updating both the content 
and delivery of the audio tour. 
 
Recommendations for Exhibits 

Priorities 
Immediate 

¶ Complete documentation of objects on exhibit, including inventory and cataloging 
museum-owned, Cheff family-owned, and other loaned objects. 

¶ Identify insect infestation and treat or remove all infested wood; replace with treated or 
sealed wood.  

¶ Remove at-risk objects from areas with known problems such as mice, insects or 
moisture. 

¶ Remove objects in compromised condition. 

¶ wŜƳƻǾŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻǊ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻǊ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΤ Řƻ ƴƻǘ 
use museum collections objects as props. 

¶ Place barriers under objects in cases and between objects that rest on top of one 
another. 

Short term (1-5 years) 

¶ Develop an exhibit plan that is integrated with other museum plans & documents. 

¶ Develop and implement an Integrated Pest Management plan along with cleaning and 
maintenance policies and procedures; include these in the Collections Policy & 
Procedure manual. 

¶ Improve printed interpretive material for consistency of appearance and focus, 
frequency, placement, and research-backed information. 

¶ Begin to renovate exhibit cases with archival materials and to improve air quality and 
circulation within the cases. Minor rearrangement of artifacts that brings them more in 
line with cultural affiliations and does not conflict with audio tours can be accomplished 
at the same time. 

¶ Begin research for renovated exhibits. 
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¶ Improve outdoor exhibits: build a shed or barn with a walking aisle and place the 
vehicles behind barriers. Outdoor signage and labeling should match that indoors in 
format. 

Long term (5+ years) 

¶ Reinstall exhibits, incrementally or by gallery, incorporating research, planning, and 
improvements in lighting, security, interpretation and storage exhibit furniture. 

¶ Build a heated vehicle barn for exhibit and/or storage of vehicles currently outside. 
 

Detailed recommendations for exhibits 
ü Develop an exhibit plan that addresses:  

o arrangement of objects according to cultural recommendations 
o environmental conditions including micro-environments 
o lighting 
o security 
o object conservation needs 
o audio tour updates 
o furnishings 
o resources needed and available for reinstallation and long-term maintenance. 

Interpretation 
ü 9ƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ ŀǊŜ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ.  
ü Make all labels consistent. 
ü To meet cultural requirements, revise object arrangement so that culturally affiliated 

materials are shown together, or the reason multiple cultures are placed together is 
explained. 

ü /ƻǊǊŜŎǘ ǘǊƛōŀƭ ƴŀƳŜǎ ƛƴ ƭŀōŜƭǎΣ ǊŜǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ƛƳǇƻǎŜŘ ǘǊƛōŀƭ ƴŀƳŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΩǎ ƻǿƴΦ 
(For example, use ά{ŀƭƛǎƘέ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ άCƭŀǘƘŜŀŘέ, and άYŀƭƛǎǇŜƭέ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ άtŜƴŘ 
hΩǊƛŜƭƭŜέΦ) The Museum could take this one step further and also show original language 
spellings.  

ü Create mannequins for clothing objects that have correct features for the culture 
represented, or are ambiguous props. 

ü Add culturally appropriate food gathering activities to tipi vignette, especially fishing, 
bitterroot digging and food processing. 

ü Separate retail merchandise from collections objects; clearly sign collections objects 
temporarily exhibited in the gift shop, with object identifying information and an 
explanation of why it is there. 

ü Vignettes such as the Jesuit alter and the home display need to be researched and 
planned, with all materials exhibited relating to a specified time period and arranged 
appropriately for that time period. Unrelated curiosities, such as the canned potatoes, 
should be exhibited separately (see figure 15). 

Documentation & registration 
ü The Museum uses Museum Registration Methods, Fifth Edition along with the Past 

Perfect database as authority and format for collections records. Specific procedures for 
registering objects, including locations of records and filing systems for the Museum, 
should be documented in the Collections Policy & Procedure Manual. 

ü Carefully track objects on exhibit, and retain the record of exhibit after an object is 
returned to storage. It is useful to know whether an object has been recently exhibited 
or not, and to maintain a history of use for each object for conservation reasons. 
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ü Maintain a photographic record with the inventory of objects on exhibit. Even case-wide 
or more inclusive photos are better than none. These provide a baseline for 
conservation and proof for insurance or security issues. 

ü Conduct careful condition checks on objects being prepared for exhibit and record this 
in the database object record. Document objects with photographs, and condition 
problems with detail photographs, all of which can be electronically attached to the 
object record. Repeat this when returning the object to storage. 

ü Mark props and non-collections items (such as bison skulls or other decorative material) 
in exhibits so that it is clear they are not intended for preservation. 

ü When conducting records searches, note where you have looked and what you found or 
did not find. This will save untold hours of future registration research. 

Preventive conservation & exhibit methods 
ü Develop and implement: 

o an Integrated Pest Management plan 
o cleaning and maintenance policies and procedures  
o scheduled maintenance of the HVAC system 
o include these in the Collections Policy & Procedure manual. 

ü Address insect and rodent problems. 
ü Improve moisture and temperature inconsistency by building enclosures around 

exterior doors that open into exhibit areas. 
ü Monitor conditions in exhibit halls and inside closed cases. 
ü Adapt exhibit cases to meet preservation standards: 

o Cut holes in hidden corners or under linings for air circulation, at least two per 
case. Holes can be screened or filtered with a bit of cloth. 

o Replace carpeting and non-archival linings with museum appropriate materials.  
o Wherever possible, seal case interior wood surfaces with MarvelSeal or a similar 

product. Where this is not possible, case interiors should be sealed by applying 
polyurethane wood sealant and allowing a week drying time in a place with 
good circulation. In the bottom of the case, pƭŀŎŜ ŀ ƭŀȅŜǊ ƻŦ ѻέ ǘƘƛŎƪ in the 
bottom of the case polyethylene foam (EthaFoam), cut to the footprint of the 
case; cover this with a washed lining cloth of cotton or cotton/polyester. 
Individual barriers cut to shape are placed on this cloth under objects requiring 
special monitoring (see below); other objects can be placed directly on the liner 
cloth. The cloth and individual barriers can be periodically examined for 
problems and replaced or removed for cleaning.  

ü Remove from exhibit objects with conservation problems such as the breastplates, and 
objects not easily visible to the public. 

ü Create better supports for hanging objects. Objects should not hang from handles or 
straps. Textile objects especially need better exhibit support. See Appendix E. 

ü As much as possible do not allow objects to overlap or lie on top of one another. Where 
this is unavoidable, place mylar or cotton cloth barriers under or between objects. 
Barriers cut to the shape of objects and placed underneath are nearly invisible and will 
collect any debris falling from objects, providing a simple method of monitoring for 
insects or decay. After it has been on exhibit for a few weeks, any debris found under an 
object indicates a problem and that object and its liner should be removed and isolated. 
Maintain an object monitoring schedule and record observations. 
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ü Monitor temperature and humidity inside cases over a period of time. Until cases are 
modified to meet conservation standards, change objects exhibited in cases to those 
less sensitive to the conservation challenges observed in each particular case. 

ü Purchase a light meter and fabric fade cards. Place the cards near textile objects or 
works on paper, and take regular light readings; compile this information in object 
records and/or with other monitoring records. 

ü Until better exhibit lights can be installed, use screens or gels on bulbs/fixtures, and 
install dimmer switches to bring lighting levels down. 

ü Work with a lighting technician and a museum specialist to create a lighting plan that is 
adaptable to exhibit changes. 

ü Improve conditions in Gallery 4: 
o Replace burlap and natural vegetation with inert and treated materials; use 

good fakes for animal scat and plants. 
o Create and implement preservation measures for taxidermy collections, 

including conservation examination, monitoring and maintenance of concerns 
specific to taxidermy. Other museums in the region with significant taxidermy 
collections, such as the Montana Historical Society Museum or the Buffalo Bill 
Center for the West in Cody, Wyoming may be resources for developing this 
taxidermy care plan. Be aware that taxidermy, especially birds, often contains 
dangerous chemicals and insecticides and must be handled with extreme 
caution. 

o Monitor conditions throughout the gallery for microclimates, including 
monitoring interior case conditions. Adjust case contents accordingly. 

o In the IPM plan, address issues specific to this gallery. 
ü Create better storage for outdoor vehicles, especially the buffalo wagon. Moving the 

wagon inside should be part of the exhibit plan. 
 
Storage and work areas 

The Museum has virtually no adequate space to appropriately store museum objects for long 
term preservation. Collections records, work & exhibit preparation areas and object storage units are 
admixed with gift shop inventory, event and party supplies, exhibit furniture and props, reference 
materials and unidentified items. Storage and work area problems can be summed up into five general 
areas of concern: 

¶ Room arrangement and arrangement of objects in storage 

¶ Damp basement environment with little air circulation 

¶ Overcrowded and inappropriately stacked objects 

¶ Inappropriate storage methods, materials and enclosures 

¶ Inconsistent management of loan and gift documents 
 

The consultant must once again commend staff for the considerable and ongoing efforts they 
have made to use any resources available to improve storage. Their awareness of the needs of 
collections in storage is clear. During the site visits, the consultant observed:  

¶ Unable to replace the acidic boxes currently in use due to cost, staff have lined boxes 
with unbuffered acid-free paper until better enclosures can be purchased. (Since the 
site visits, staff have obtained grant money for the purchase of archival boxes, and have 
begun re-boxing stored collections.) 



 

21 
 

¶ Regular office paper suffices for archival papers in some cases. Staff are aware that this 
is an interim measure and are replacing papers as better materials become available. 

¶ Most objects are wrapped or separated in some way, a significant improvement on 
previous conditions. 

¶ Like-objects are boxed together. 

¶ Work surfaces are cluttered, but aisles are clear and clean. 

¶ Museum staff actively use their collections database (on PastPerfect Museum software) 
and object records are fairly complete due to recent staff efforts in collections 
inventory. 

 
Room arrangement 
Two small rooms are currently used for storage. One must walk through the first storage room 

to access an office, and through that office to access the second storage room ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ Ǿŀǳƭǘέ. 
Additionally, a file cabinet with loan and gift records is in the furthest back corner of the vault, requiring 
staff to walk through all storage rooms to access it. Staff were unsure if the information in this cabinet 
had been entered into the collections database, but were excited to find potentially helpful information. 

During the site visits, the consultant discussed the storage room arrangement with staff. They 
agreed that to enhance security it would make sense to switch the outer storage area with the office 
and intend to do so. hƴŜ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ .ǳŘ /ƘŜŦŦΩǎ Řesk, located in the current office area between 
the two storage rooms. Staff note that while the rest of the office work areas can be moved and 
ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻƻƳ ōȅ ǎǘƻǊŀƎŜΣ aǊΦ /ƘŜŦŦΩǎ ŘŜǎƪ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǊƻƻƳǎ and so will 
remain for at least as long as Mr. Cheff is interested in using it. 
 

Basement environment 
This is a basement area, and is damp and prone to leaking or flooding especially along the back 

wall, which is the back of the building and directly below main floor doorways. There is little air flow 
through this area. High humidity levels are readily apparent upon walking into the storage areas; active 
moisture problems are apparent in stains on walls and a sump pump in the corner of the outer storage 
room (figure 16). This combination of factors: mostly dark, rarely accessed, high humidity and poorly 
ventilated will (or has) lead to mold. 

While reconfiguring the storage rooms, staff need to determine what microclimates exist within 
each of them. For example, it is likely that building perimeter walls are generally colder and damper 
than the center of each narrow room, and the corners are likely to be the dampest. It is the southeast 
corner of Storage room 1 is equipped with a sump-pump. Currently, the Weasel Tail life-story robe 
overhangs a shelf above this corner, and on the other side of the sump is a dark oak or walnut bureau 
stuffed with textile items. 

 
Overcrowding, storage methods and materials 
It is obvious that staff have been conscientious and resourceful in improving storage conditions. 

Recent funding from the Montana History Foundation and other sources have resulted in an invigorated 
stock of collections care supplies, much to the delight of staff. At the last site visit, staff were making use 
of new rolls of polyethylene foam and acid-free tissue, replacing the cardboard and office paper 
previously used as enclosures and separators for objects in storage. But work and storage areas remain 
cluttered, primarily due to lack of space and staff time.  

As noted above, mannequins, office and exhibit supplies are intermingled with collections 
objects. Some storage containers are clearly marked with their contents, others bear no identification at 
all, and some have conflicting notations where old content lists were not crossed off. Boxes may not be 
full to the top, but many are overfull with artifacts because objects are simply laid on top of one another 
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within them. Flat or folded items such as quilts, photographs and other two-dimensional objects, and 
some leather items are stacked on top of each other. Heavy beaded vests hang on uncovered hangers, 
crookedly resting against the shelving unit behind them and each other. Plastic doll forms remain in 
some cradleboards and others have no support at all (figure 17). 

Staff have a daunting task, especially considering the high likelihood that in the near future 
several hundred more objects will be transferred to the MǳǎŜǳƳ ŦǊƻƳ .ǳŘ ŀƴŘ [ŀǳǊŜƭ /ƘŜŦŦΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ 
collection. In many areas in both exhibits and storage, overcrowding is already extreme. Until collections 
storage can be significantly upgraded and expanded, many objects are likely to suffer unintended harm. 
 
Recommendations collections storage and work areas 
Priorities for storage 
Immediate 
ü Continue inventory activities that include an exhaustive search for loan and gift documentation. 
ü File loan and gift documentation so that it is findable, and include a description of that filing 

method in the Collections Policy & Procedure Manual (this is a procedure, not a policy). 
ü Rearrange room use so that work and office areas are in the outer rooms, and storage is 

accessed by going through the downstairs office. 
ü Establish a consistent and expandable location identification system, and map storage to 

document location codes. Mark all storage enclosures with their contents and with a location 
number or code that corresponds to your recorded system. Record object locations in database 
records. 

ü Keep collections storage rooms locked; limit key access to necessary staff. 
ü Reduce clutter and establish regular cleaning & monitoring schedule for storage and collections 

work areas. 
ü Install low-speed fans in each collections storage area to circulate air and even out 

microclimates in each room. Monitor humidity frequently when first running the fans to ensure 
they are helping and not over-drying the air. 

Short term (1-5 years) 
ü Continue to improve storage condition for groups of objects and for individual objects. 
ü Ensure that database object records each have locations recorded & updated for objects in 

storage and on exhibit. 
Long term (5+ years) 
ü Build above-ground, climate-controlled storage with museum quality storage furniture. 

 
Detailed recommendations for storage  
Arrangement & furnishing 
ü Proceed with rearranging office and storage areas. One should walk through office areas to 

access storage, rather than the other way around.  
ü Move collections records so that they are near the entry or in the office area, rather than the 

furthest back corner. Records are the first point of access to a collection; paper records should 
be secured in a lockable cabinet, rather than by hiding it in a far corner.  

ü Using multiple dataloggers, monitor storage areas to identify microclimates over a period of a 
year; record logger locations & download data regularly. Arrange storage according to findings. 
The collection holds little that is not sensitive to wet or damp environments, so objects nearest 
damp areas need to be protected in boxes, preferably boxes with moisture protection coating.  

ü Separate non-collections materials from objects. Clearly mark these, loaned objects, objects 
offered for gift and new acquisitions. As much as possible, keep non-collections materials out of 
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collections storage, but if necessary use areas with less ideal conditions to store non-collections 
materials. 

ü Establish a consistent and expandable location identification system, and map storage to 
document location codes. Mark all storage enclosures with their contents and with a location 
number or code that corresponds to your recorded system. Record object locations in database 
records. 

ü Update object location anytime an object is moved. PastPerfect allows for several ways to enter 
locations, including a home location in storage, a temporary location, and ways of grouping 
objects on exhibit or loan. Maintain this record of object use & movement. 

ü Have a sign-out sheet on a clip-ōƻŀǊŘ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǘ ŘƻƻǊΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǾŜ άǊŜƳƻǾŀƭ ƴƻǘƛŎŜǎέ-small 
ǎƭƛǇǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǇŜǊ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǿƘƻΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘΩǎ 
storage spotτavailable nearby. Require everyone who accesses storage to use these systems. 

ü As soon as possible, create an isolation space for incoming objects. In the short term, this can be 
as low-tech as wrapping an incoming object in Tyvek, rolling and taping seams, and marking the 
object name, id number and date it was wrapped on the exterior. Open the package after two 
weeks and examine the inside surface of the Tyvek wrapping with a magnifying glass. Look for 
frass (bug poop) or mites as tiny specks. If there is any evidence of insect activity, re-wrap the 
object and consult a conservator. If there is no apparent activity, repeat the process for two 
more weeks. If no activity is observed after a month in isolation, the object can be safely 
returned to storage and used in future exhibits. In the long term, a chest freezer with a manual 
temperature control will allow for safe control of damaging insects for certain objects. 

ü As soon as possible, purchase powder-coated metal shelving and appropriate storage supplies 
to re-house collections objects. Additional storage furniture will probably have to wait until 
more space can be made available, but the Museum would benefit from:  

o A lockable office filing cabinet for source and loan records. 
o A thermostat-controlled chest freezer. 
o Compacting storage units in a variety of size configurations: 

Á Metal flat and vertical files for unframed photographs, documents and small 
artworks. 

Á Fitted, rigid enclosures for fragile artifacts such as sculpture, glass and ceramic 
objects. 

Á Shelving and racks for hanging and rolled textile and clothing storage. 
Á Museum cabinets with removeable drawers that double as trays. These can be 

configured so that some drawers/trays are shallow enough for jewelry and small 
artifacts, and others deep enough for feather bonnets and cradleboards. 

Á Hanging screen(s) for two-dimensional framed pieces. 
Á Barrel-type saddle and tack storage. 

ü In the short run, a combination of fans and dehumidifiers, closely monitored, will at least 
contribute to air circulation and reduce humidity. As part of new construction or sooner, the 
Museum will need to invest in an HVAC system with zone(s) dedicated to collections areas, both 
exhibit and storage. 

ü In the near future, the Museum needs to seriously examine possibilities for funding the 
construction of additional museum storage, as even reconfiguring gallery space to create more 
storage areas is not likely to be adequate. This examination should include a careful evaluation 
of: 

o the number and size/type of collections objects 
o ŀƴ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƛƳŜƭƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ƻŦ .ǳŘ /ƘŜŦŦΣ WǊΦΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ 
o collecting criteria established in the collections policies 
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o thoughtful analysis of expected growth of the collections in the long term. 
Housekeeping and maintenance 
ü Reduce clutter. Busy schedules and impending deadlines pull us away from cleaning up what we 

just finished, but good housekeeping is a basic and extremely important contributor to long-
term preventive conservation.  

o Keep work surfaces and supply shelving clean and organized, corners swept, old papers 
filed or disposed of.  

o Try to reserve time at the end of each project to return work areas to good order. 
o Organize volunteers for periodic deep-cleaning days. 

ü Long-term continuous monitoring of humidity and moisture-related problems in these areas is 
needed as base information for building and room renovations, for funding opportunities and 
for accreditation. After a year or so of monitoring to determine micro-climates in collections 
areas, place dataloggers in most vulnerable areas of storage or exhibit so that all areas 
containing collections are monitored. Chart these locations, regularly monitor temperature and 
humidity, and record readings for each location over time. Then move the dataloggers to new 
locations and repeat the process. Retain readings for at least five years. 

Object supports and enclosures 
ü Replace all non-archival materials with museum-appropriate enclosures and supports.  
ü Rehouse boxed materials into trays that fit into correctly-sized acid-free boxes. Odd-sized 

objects such as pipes or pipe bags may need custom-built boxes. 
ü Textile objects must be removed from the bureau and moved to another part of storage, away 

from the sump pump corner. Textiles are particularly impacted by both humidity and the 
tannins inherent in the wood of the bureau. The consultant was not able to clearly view the 
contents of the bureau, but many appeared to be costume objects. it is likely that some of these 
are most appropriately stored in a covered rack or closet on padded hangers, and others would 
benefit from being laid flat in boxed storage. Those storage systems will need to be created, and 
each textile object will have to be evaluated for condition and storage needs as it is removed. 

ü Folded textiles should be folded as little as possible with padding such as tissue or cotton cloth 
in folds, and boxed. Smaller textiles can be separated by unbuffered acid-free tissue and placed 
flat on stacking trays that fit into archival boxes. 

ü Likewise, works on paper are particularly susceptible to absorbing the acids and tannins from 
poorer quality papers around them and are easily damaged by water or high humidity. Flat and 
folded objects stacked on shelfs need to be placed in boxes, files, slot or screen storage.  

o Photographs and photographic copies should be unframed and placed in appropriate 
enclosures in a file cabinet or boxes. Frames can be stored with exhibit props and 
furniture, saving room in collections storage.  

o Documents should be unframed and filed using buffered acid-free folders.  
o Framed artworks need to be examined for correct framing methods (including mat 

attachments and spacing from glass), acidic backing papers and mats, and those 
elements corrected or replaced. Works on paper can also be removed from frames for 
storage. 

o The consultant discussed creating a small area of vertical or horizontal slot storage for 
smaller framed and unframed works. Horizontal slot storage is inappropriate for framed 
work, and can be used for unframed works if each sheet is wrapped/enveloped; the 
wrap prevents abrasion to the sheet caused by insertion and removal. Vertical slot 
storage can be used for framed works, but hanging hardware must be removed and 
frames must be protected from insertion/removal abrasion and potential damage 
associated with leaning against each other. 
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ü The Weasel Tail robe is extremely fragile and is one of the most historically important objects in 
the collection. It is a full size, fur-on buffalo (North American bison) hide, painted on the skin 
side with natural dyes. Chief Weasel Tail ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿŜǎǘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛŎƻƴƛŎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊƻōŜ 
tells his life story, drawn in the early 20th century ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŘŜǊΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ The hide 
is still supple and the fur seems clean and intact with no obvious indication of insect damage or 
infestation. Many of the images on it are faded to near-invisibility, but can be seen with 
enhanced digital photography. Ideally, it needs to be stored flat, but unfortunately there is not 
space for that. Currently rolled with a cotton sheet sandwiched in the roll, in the short term, the 
roll needs to be fully supported on the shelf, boxed or encased in Tyvek and placed in the most 
environmentally stable (consistently cool, dry) spot in storage. As soon as possible, research and 
implement the current best storage method for animal hide objects like this. 

o It is critical that images of the illustrations on the robe be taken very soon so that they 
are recorded for preservation; electronic image enhancement is the only way many of 
these images can be seen even now. 

 
ASSESSMENT SUMMARY 
 Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘΩǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ Ǉleasure to conduct this assessment. It was an honor and a 
privilege to work with Mr. Cheff, staff and tribal representatives, to view up close these wonderful 
things and hear of their histories and owners. The collections of the Ninepipes Museum of Early 
Montana are remarkable and extensive, and more than worthy of the best in long-term preservation 
care. The recommendations made here are many, and implementing them will take considerable 
devotion and perseverance, but the collections are well worth that effort. This is the work of a museum. 
 Moving forward, the first and perhaps most difficult next step is the planning and prioritizing of 
these many tasks. In order to maintain the energy and excitement engendered by the completion of this 
assessment, it is recommended that the staff alternate planning processes with more active and 
ŜƴƧƻȅŀōƭŜ ǘŀǎƪǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛƴƎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ .ǳǘ ŘƻƴΩǘ skimp on the 
planning: create good maps, refer to them often, edit them when needed, create new maps when the 
old ones no longer serve. These good maps will, in the long run, save time and trouble. 

Museum staff have already shown their willingness to undertake daunting tasks. The consultant 
has every confidence the Museum will succeed in improving the conditions for long-term preservation 
of their collections, and offers the staff, board and all stakeholders in the Ninepipes Museum of Early 
Montana every good wish for positive outcomes with this important and amazing endeavor. 
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ILLUSTRATIONS 
Note: all photographs were taken during site visits in February and April, 2019. These and additional 
images from site visits are provided to the Museum on a cd for their use. 
 
 

   
   Figure 1: overview of Gallery 1   Figure 2: part of one wall of Gallery 2 

 

 
Figure 3: one section of Gallery 3 

 

   
Figures 4 & 5, exterior doors opening into galleries: left, Figure 4, Gallery 1. Dehumidifier in lower 
foreground is used occasionally, most frequently in spring and early summer. 
Right, Figure 5, Gallery 3. Blanket in Figure 5 covers large exterior doors. A closet-type enclosure around 
these areas would help mitigate humidity and temperature shifts caused by these doorways. 
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Figure 6a: Animal display and one row of cases in Gallery 4 

 

 
Figure 6b: Animal display 

 

 
Figures 7a-c: Tipi village (Gallery 4) 
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Figure 8a & b: Motion sensors (six black boxes in a vertical line) and rope barriers in Gallery 1. Note 

proximity of rope to objects, sign cautioning visitors, and nearly invisible objects on the bottom against 
the wall. 

 

    
Figure 9: breastplates in case Figure 10: Detail of breastplate. Crizzled beads 

appear frosty; green beads are particularly 
degraded 

 
 

 
Figure 11: Saddle on a pine stand, piled with a blanket, saddle pad, horse shield and harness. Unless one 
already knows how these elements work on the horse, this display is meaningless except to admire the 

beadwork. Fewer objects on exhibit will allow for better interpretation. 
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CƛƎǳǊŜ мнΥ !ǳŘƛƻ ǘƻǳǊ ǎƛƎƴǎ άп!έ ŀƴŘ ά{ŜŜ п.έ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ōŜƭƻǿ ƭŜŦǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴŎŜ ōǳǎǘƭŜ 

 
 

    
CƛƎǳǊŜ моΥ ¢ƘŜ άōǳŦŦŀƭƻ ǿŀƎƻƴέΣ ōǳƛƭǘ    Figure 14: The only warning sign on 

and used to transport bison to the    vehicles exhibited outside 
National Bison Range         

 
 

 
Figure 15: A vignette in Gallery 3. Signage describes the Ronan family history, the original owner of the 
spinning wheel and the history of the canned potatoes on the shelf above the child mannequin. Objects 

in this vignette are from many time periods and many are difficult to see. This and other vignettes 
should be researched and evaluated for accuracy and better interpretation. 

 


