Biennial Report to the Legislature
Montana Heritage Preservation and Development Commission
(MHC)
Our Mission:
The Montana Heritage Commission preserves and manages historic
resources in Virginia City, Nevada City and Reeder’s Alley and promotes
the appreciation of history through quality visitor experiences.

This report is required per MCA 22-3-1003 (12)

History, Vision and Goals
The Montana Heritage Commission takes pride in managing some of the most valuable
and fascinating historic sites in Montana--Virginia City, Nevada City, plus Reeder's
Alley and the Pioneer Cabin in Helena. In 1997, the Montana Legislature purchased
Virginia City and Nevada City from the Bovey family. Our goal is to promote and
preserve these sites while encouraging Montanans and our children to become excited
about the rich history of this great state. Virginia City and Nevada City represent
the greatest gold strike in the Rocky Mountain West, Virginia City was the site of
our first active territorial capital, the MHC offices now occupy the original Montana
Legislative Offices.

Program Goals for 2012 – 2013:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Develop and implement a business model to help us achieve economic sustainability for
operating costs and to contribute to the promotion and preservation of the areas we
manage.
Complete the sale of select real and personal properties to clean up our sites and generate
revenue.
Maintain and expand education and interpretation programs to improve the public enjoyment
and understanding of our historic sites.
Improve the maintenance of existing infrastructure to generate revenue, enhance life
safety, and allow public use of our properties.
Improve marketing and promoting the sites to increase visitation to Virginia City, Nevada
City and Reeder’s Alley.
Seek additional public and private funding support through grants, donations, and
appropriations to further our goals.
Complete critical historic building stabilization projects, and address urgent life-safety
goals with occupied buildings.
Continue the conservation and care of valuable historic artifacts.
Conduct required archaeological research and mitigation for projects effecting state lands.
Recruit and utilize volunteers to increase efficiency of operations and leverage limited
state funding.
Manage and expand private business leases at MHC properties to generate revenue and
provide well-rounded visitor amenities.
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Partnerships
The Montana Heritage Commission (MHC) is a small state agency and
partnerships are critical for us to leverage funding and staff resources.
Partnerships help us gather expertise and skills to achieve our goals.
Some of our partners we have worked with over the past two years
include:
· AmeriCorps (NCCC)
· Ancient Order of the Hibernians (Butte/Helena)
· Butte Silver bow Public Archives
· Elderhostel (Dillon)
· Friends of the Cumbres Toltec Railroad
· Madison County
· Mai Wah Society
· Montana Conservation Corps
· Montana Historical Society
· Montana History Foundation
· Montana Preservation Alliance
· Montana State University - Project Archeology
· MT Fish Wildlife and Parks
· MT Ghost Town Society
· National Trust for Historic Preservation
· Rarus Railway
· Ruby Valley Conservation District
· Town of Virginia City
· Trout Unlimited
· University of Delaware
· University of Montana – Western
· US Forest Service
· Virginia City Area Chamber of Commerce
· Virginia City Preservation Alliance
· Volunteers for the MT Heritage Commission
· Washington State University
· Youth Challenge (Dillon)
MHC collaborates with these entities and others to share resources, manage state land
and cultural resources, offer educational programs, maintain buildings, improve waterways,
implement conservation projects, build trails, and leverage funding.
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Income and Expenses
Income:
Statutory Funds and Earned Revenue
•

Earned revenue includes all MHC properties, leases, gate and
train fees, rents and private donations.

Expenses: MHC Operations
Virginia City, Nevada City, and Reeder’s Alley
•

Costs include all utilities, professional services, repairs and
maintenance, insurance, state administrative and other
operating costs.

Expenses: Long Range Building Funds
Virginia City, Nevada City and Reeder’s Alley

The Montana legislature approved funding to preserve and maintain state historic properties managed by MHC: $2M in 2007,
and $750,000 in 2009. Wages are for MHC employees only that work on state buildings. Other costs are professional
service, contractors, construction materials, and equipment.
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Archaeology

•

Project Archaeology, a heritage educational organization based at Montana
State University, is collaborating with the Montana Heritage
Commission for the third year in a row to offer a course to teachers
that focuses on the history/archaeology of Virginia City and
incorporates Project Archaeology materials. The course is a 2-credit
course (EDCI 588). Teachers will spend four days in historic Virginia
City and Nevada City and have the opportunity to do actual archaeology
alongside a team of professional archaeologists.

•

The town of Virginia City received ten new interpretive signs within the
last year. The signs are created to give the public an understanding of
the history and natural resources that Virginia City has to offer, as
they peruse the shops and restaurants.

•

Three signs are the direct result of a grant which was won through the
National Trust for Historic Preservation. This was a Partnership-inScholarship grant for $15,000 that allowed the conducting of research and
production of interpretive signage for the life of Sarah Bickford and other
African American residents of Virginia City such as Jack Taylor, whose home
was fully preserved in 2009.
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Collections
“Virginia City has the 2nd largest Americana site in the United States next to the Smithsonian”
-New York Times-

As curators, our work has many parts:
- Preserve, stabilize & track collections using museum practices & standards
for historic sites
- Catalog the objects, establishing a written & electronic record
- Research the objects & their significance to VC/NC and the rest of the
collection
- Educate the public through research & exhibition of these historic objects
Some highlights from the past year include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Loan of over 2,500 Chinese objects (original to Butte) from our
Nevada City collection to the Mai Wah Society, Butte, MT
Repair and restoration of the Opera House’s c. 1914 Cremona Photo
player Organ, the only one known to be in public use
Over 3,000 objects catalogued by volunteers (and over 500 hours
donated) in 2012
Over 1,000 records entered into an MHC database
Filming and release of a PBS Back roads of Montana episode
featuring our collection of music machines in the NC Music Hall
NPR interview featuring the Gypsy Verbal Fortune Teller
Final volunteer project with Friends of the Cumbres Toltec Scenic
Railroad included stabilizing and waterproofing the roofs of several of
our train cars
Participation in an NEH funded workshop “Protecting Cultural
Collections” to develop a disaster response plan for our institution
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Education and Living History Interpretation

“Virginia and Nevada City are in the top 5 places every Montana kid should see”
-Great Falls Tribune-

MHC offers a diverse range of educational programs and reaches out to
Montana schools K-12. School groups from across Montana visit Reeder’s
Alley and enjoy guided tours in Nevada City from May-September to
learn about Montana history and the territorial capital at Virginia City.

•
•
•
•
•
•

22 live interpretive weekends held in the Nevada City Museum,
Outreach teaching components of Environmental Interpretation
with Montana Western University
Humanities Speakers Bureau Programs
Interpreter in the classroom programs
School group History projects in Nevada City
History Camp – two, one week camps for children that
teaches area history and hands-on experiences of
pioneer life.

“MHC’s Curator and Living History Interpreter
Dan Thyer was the winner of the tourism person of the
year for 2011 at the Governor’s Tourism Conference”
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Business Development
MHC hired a Business and Development Manager in January of 2012 to help
increase revenue to become self-sufficient in the operational expenses
associated with the Montana Heritage Commission.
•

To increase revenue in 2012 we designed a more family oriented
environment with the Family Fun Pass. This pass let’s families ride on the
train, go pan for gold and get entrance into the living history museum. This
along with a strong marketing campaign of TV, Radio, Print Ad and ECommerce saw a strong increase in tourists in 2012.

•

We brought e-commerce to the town of Virginia City who has resisted
change since 1863. We designed a Virginia City App for smart phones and
also designed QR Scan codes to help tourists be able to go directly to our
web-site and also point their phone at any building and they can get
historic interpretation of that buildings history.

•

We have over 37 business relationships with concessionaires in Virginia and
Nevada City along with Reeder’s Alley in Helena, Montana. These relationships
contribute to over 400 jobs for people in Montana.
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Reeder’s Alley
Reeder's Alley in Helena was built between 1872
and 1884 by Lewis Reeder, a mason from
Pennsylvania. The thirty one-room apartments
that make up this quaint brick "village" are
nestled against the slope of Mt. Helena, and
comprise the town's most complete remaining
block of this era. Reeder's Alley is situated in
the southwest corner of downtown, and is the
oldest intact piece of early Helena. The property
is a strong link to the beginnings of a settlement here, offering
insights into the lives of miners, the Chinese influence, building
techniques of the time, and life of the common men and women
who came here seeking their fortune.
The buildings in Reeder’s Alley are designated as an historic
district listed in the National Register of Historic Places with
the National Park Service. Preservation crew at MHC does
continual yearly maintenance repairs for businesses.
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Historic Building Preservation and Maintenance
The primary source of funds for preservation work is state long range
building funds. Historic buildings have received stabilization and restoration
work to keep history alive and to protect the state’s investment at our
historic sites. State owned real estate and collections at MHC are valued at
over $38 million for insurance purposes. In 1997 the state purchased 248
buildings in Virginia and Nevada City and these building require continual
maintenance and repair from our experienced preservation crew.
Some of the highlights of the past year were:

•

Restoration of the Richards Cabin-This project was funded by a
grant from the Montana Historical Society

•

Green front Cabins in Virginia City, extensive work on foundation and structure.

•

Sullivan Saddlry Building, repaired structure and roof.

•

Chinese Temple and Brooks Cabin re-roofed and exterior restored
which are located in Nevada City, Montana.

•

Jack Taylor Cabin in Virginia City, Montana restored and preserved
with completing major foundation and log repair damage.

•

Numerous maintenance and repairs on various building located in
Virginia and Nevada City as well as Reeder’s Alley in Helena, Montana.

MHC’s Archeologist ensures state cultural resources are documented and recorded with
ground disturbing activities on state land.

A complete record of building preservation work and archeology reports is available in
annual reports provided to the State Historic Preservation Office. Annual preservation
reports are available, please email your request to docmhcpc@mt.gov.
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MHC Commissioners
Marilyn Ross (Chair)

Bob Lawson

P.O. Box 298

P.O. Box 686

Twin Bridges, MT 59754

Whitefish, MT 59937

406 843 4257

406-862-2737

mross3@mt.gov

(No Email)

Bill Howell (Vice Chair)

Philip Maechling

P.O. Box 337

579 West Country Line Road

West Yellowstone, MT 59758

Florence, MT 59833

Bill@yellowstonemt.com

406-258-4706
pmaechli@co.missoula.mt.us

Andy Poole (Proxy)
Department of Commerce

Colin Mathews

P.O. Box 200501

P.O. Box 113

Helena, MT 59620-0501

Virginia City, MT 59755

406-841-2707

colindee@3rivers.net

apoole@mt.gov

Chas Van Genderen

Cyndy Andrus

Fish, Wildlife & Parks

3247 Gardenbrook Lane

P.O. Box 200701

Bozeman, MT 59715
581-1228 (w)

Helena, MT 59620-07

586-1815(h)

406 444 3750

cyndy.andrus@gmail.com

cvangenderen@mt.gov

Diane Rice

MHC Staff

P.O. Box 216

Business and Operations Manager

Harrison, MT 59735

Elijah Allen

406-685-3468
drice@3rivers.net

Cultural Resource Manager
Kate McCourt

Dr. Timothy Lehman
312 Alderson Avenue

Education and Living History Interpretation

Billings, MT 59101

Dan Thyer

406-657-1123 (w)
lehmant@rocky.edu

Collections
Marge Antolik

Barbie Durham
957 Bear Creek Loop rd.

Preservation

Cameron, MT 59720

Jeff Cleverly/Donny Steeley

406-843-4280
Bdurham@madison.mt.gov

Visitor Services
Dianne Carey

Randy Hafer
2910 Moreledge St.
Billings, MT 59102
406-896-0250
rhafer@highplainsarchitects.com
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