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The Olympic Peninsula Community Museum Project: A Window Into a Community

This is a real nuts-and-bolts case study.  I hope there are things here that might be useful or applicable to collaborative projects in your life or in your future.

Some of you may say about some of my points, however, that “I could have told you that.”  Yes, some points will seem obvious, but, as they always say, hindsight is 20/20.

First, a little background.  Back in late 2003, our grant from the IMLS began.  Together with people and organizations on the remote Olympic Peninsula in Washington State, we set out to create an online museum to showcase the rich and diverse histories and cultures of that region.  Specifically, we began the task of enabling the community members to curate, digitize, and describe who they are.

The project is now finished, and it contains over 12,000 digital objects, including mostly images, but also multimedia, manuscripts, oral histories, and nine exhibits.  The end product is a Web site, with no brick-and-mortar component.  It is only digital.  Often, there is no public access to the original photograph or artifact, because it lives with individuals in their family albums in their attack.  So it’s a neat way to unearth things which would never have made it to the public eye in any other way that I can think of.

This project turned out to be really rewarding, and it made the community happy and proud.  The site is interesting, useful, and rich, but it was really hard to do.  I am going to share with you the top issues that come to mind when I look back at our processes and procedures.  I see things that we did right, things we did wrong, things we were just not expecting.  We decided to share this information -- the good, the bad, and even a little ugly -- for the benefit of similar projects taking place now and in the future.  If I only knew then what I know now.

For those of you not familiar with the Northwest part of the country, this is a diagram of where we are talking, the farthest northwest point in the lower 48s.  The communities that we were working with are on the upper left side, at Forks.  They are all distant from metropolitan centers.  It takes four hours, plus a ferry ride, to drive from Seattle to Forks, Washington, which is the center of the region targeted by the project.

A good communication plan was a key factor in seamlessly integrating all the efforts that were taking place concurrently.  In Forks, digitization was happening, and in Seattle, metadata creation, Web design, site hosting, and administration were all taking place.

Forks itself is a very small town, about 1,000 people, and people outside of town are physically remote from each other.  The area, on top of it, is economically depressed.  Other travel factors include the range of roadless mountains in the middle of the peninsula and also the fact that some parts of the peninsula get 13 or more feet of rain a year.  It does things to roads, like breaks them.

As is shown by this cartoon, varying interpretations of history and culture are always possible.  The project focused on materials selected by community members of varying backgrounds, which allowed each local group to determine how they would be represented.  We wanted the partners to speak with their own voice and to tell their own story, through their selection, their metadata, and their exhibit creation.

First, I want to discuss some overarching lessons that we learned, some of which are painfully obvious in hindsight.

It took a long time for word of the project to reach everyone and longer still to generate the community’s trust and excitement, which is the only way that participation could happen.

Before the grant was submitted, all partners had signed partnership agreements, but those agreements were not very detailed with respect to the work expected of each partner.  This meant that there were differences in expectations down the road.  When push came to shove, the UW ended up kind of filling in the gaps.

Permission agreements take a long time to create, negotiate, and move through chains of command.  The tribes took even more time, because they are sovereign entities and because of different concepts of ownership.  Individuals, it was interesting to note, signed readily, some of them without even looking at the paper.

The community liaison, who was our man on the ground in Forks, really needs to be someone that the community already knows and trusts.  He ended up being a member of the community, having lived out there for most of his life -- so already pretty well known as a teacher and kind of man about the region.  He had held many jobs.  He also had done a lot of work with the three tribes we worked with independently, having to do with digitizing recordings of language and songs.  So he, luckily, already had a lot of trust from the tribes.

People don’t really want to entrust a stranger with their family albums.  Trust is even more essential when you are working with the tribes and the Latino populations. 

The community liaison also can’t simultaneously manage the project, oversee production work, and meet with the public.  He had an open-door policy, and he was constantly being interrupted.  He was originally supposed to be the project manager, and, really, kind of no management was forthcoming.  Instead, we all found that his meeting with partners and the public, and directing scanning operations left him no time for management.

We were planning to use volunteers to do much of the routine work, but not many volunteers came forward.  In such a small town and a small region, we found that the people who were of the volunteering mindset already had full plates, and they ended up being the same people who were already doing most of the work on other local efforts.  So they were kind of stretched thin.

We found we really needed to put a lot of effort into educating the community about the value of metadata.  Partners didn’t understand the importance of metadata to describe their images and the criticalness of metadata to be able to find them in the online collections later on.  Sometimes no metadata at all was available, and in other cases it took a great effort to assemble.  Even though we held a series of workshops, either people didn’t come or they didn’t have the metadata to give, or whatever, but we ended up getting very little.

The partners all have an ongoing opportunity, however, to submit new or corrected metadata to the Web site now and into the future.  That is an open-ended invitation.

We found that getting metadata after the images had been submitted doesn’t work very well.  But we did have success with community roundtables or slide shows.  There have been upwards of 30 -- probably more than that -- given now, all free, open to the public, in evenings.  We were hoping to gather metadata from those slide shows, where people would speak up and say, “Oh, that’s my Aunt So-and-So, and that was when she was around 25, which would put it in the year 1914.”  That wasn’t very successful.  We were surprised; we didn’t get much metadata.  But the benefit of those slide shows was a tremendous community involvement and excitement building.  It really got the word out probably more than any single activity that anyone did to get participation from the individuals.

We found we needed to pay people to do scanning and digitization.  We can’t expect volunteers to do this job.  It seems obvious.  We all know that scanning can be a boring job, even if the images are really spectacular.  Volunteers just weren’t interested in sitting there very long without pay.  Funny, that.

Another obvious thing:  Allocate extra time for everything.  We weren’t really aware of it, but time really does run at a different rate in a rural community.  We called it Peninsula Time.  I’m sure there is a name for it everywhere you go.  Deadlines were sometimes completely unheeded.  As an example, after the passage of the last deadline to submit new materials, partners kept trying to submit more.  The community liaison estimated that twice the amount of material as is contained in the whole, entire project right now was brought in after that deadline.  We had to turn them away.  But they are invited to submit it, without as much help this time around.  The doors are open.  I will talk to you in a minute about the sustainability of this project.

There were issues having do with beliefs and assumptions.  Patterns began to emerge with respect to expectations, beliefs, and assumptions.  You know the adage that you should know your intended audience before you create a Web site.  We had to keep reminding those who submitted content that the Web audience is national and global.  My theory is that the folks on the peninsula are so used to being isolated that they are not in the habit of thinking on a larger stage.  I think they are used to thinking locally, because that is where their help and support all comes from, from each other.  This is a gross generalization.  But I could tell by the kind of metadata that was submitted -- the assumptions that were made that you would already know the lineage of this person or the abbreviations used, that kind of thing -- that they weren’t thinking about a national and global audience.

Also the concepts behind exhibit design, especially for Web display, were very difficult to convey to participants.  Intensive coaching was required to get an organized and coherent Web-based story from partners.  Writing exhibits ourselves -- meaning the UW -- went against the spirit of the grant, so we tried to our hardest to get the community to participate.  But in the end, a couple were written by the UW, although they were approved by subject experts on the peninsula.

We found that nonprofessionals do not want to do selection, because they are often family photo albums and every picture is important to them.  Even with training on what selection is about, why it’s important, we just kept getting entire albums given to us.  End of story.

We also found that image selection cannot happen while scanning is taking place.  We did try that, too.  Selection can really only be done by somebody pretty familiar with the collection, and the person at the scanner was not that person, usually.

There are always some hidden landmines in the form of buried resentments and quiet feuds.  That is not uncommon either.  I have since heard that it is not at all uncommon to find distrust toward a university or entity perceived as elite.  We certainly ran into that as well.

Now I want to spend a few minutes talking about each partner and some details of our collaborative experience.  I will start with the National Park.

We all know that the National Park System is chronically understaffed and underfunded.  While the Olympic National Park maintains a fine archive and library, they made clear from the outset that they could contribute images, but that was all -- no staff time at all.  The Olympic National Park provided the highest number of images of all of our partners.  Also metadata was very incomplete.  There were almost no dates available, for example.

Some of our workarounds were that the project staff and students helped scan all of their 4,000-plus slides, and to get metadata we started with a dataset from the National Park Service’s PastPerfect database.  But this data only covered a fraction of the images.  We then sat down with the photographer of some of the slides of flora, fauna, and landscapes, and had him state what the picture was as we quickly flipped through the slides.  That took a few afternoons.

The Forks Timber Museum is a tiny museum owned by a guy and his wife.  There were some internal problems inside the board of directors.  We heard later that it was because of an old resentment towards the University of Washington because of its research leading to the listing of the spotted owl as endangered, which in turn led to the curtailment of logging and then led to the economic downturn and kind of the end of logging as a lifestyle out there.

The board of directors of the museum was not in agreement, therefore, as to whether to participate in the project.  So the only paid staff member, who is also a board member, the wife, decided to act on her own to participate, despite the internal disagreement.  So the participation level was not optimal.  The metadata for all the images which were submitted for inclusion came on three-by-five cards and needed to be hand-transcribed.

The library system on the North Olympic Peninsula couldn’t sign our permissions agreement because they couldn’t indemnify the UW and say that they knew that all items were in the public domain or that they owned the copyright for them.  This was especially true for the collection that we concentrated on, the Kellogg Collection.  A local man rather indiscriminately collected published and unpublished copies of photos from around the peninsula, often without any attribution to or permission from the original photographer.  But these are valuable pictures.  They were the best of the best.

The library system on the peninsula now owns this collection, and they were understandably leery of posting these photos to the Web.  By creating our own memorandum of understanding, the university and the library system agreed to a way around this, which consists of:  Okay, we will throw away all the pictures that have a date in the metadata of 1923 or after.  Then we will review the photos for content and try to make our best estimate as to time period.  If it was 1923 or before, we would keep them.  Then, lastly, we would agree to remove from the Web any photos which are challenged as being under copyright, no questions asked.

We have had not a peep.  So far they remain orphan.

As with the National Park, no library staff was available to participate in this project, so UW staff and hired students performed the digitization.

The Hoh Tribe:  This tribe is tiny.  It’s a teeny-tiny tribe.  There is almost nobody to come forward to work with who was consistently there.  There is one primary elder, who participates in activities within the broader region.  She, in fact, was the initial instigator of the idea for this project.  However, she is spread very thin and doesn’t have the time to do all the work necessary to participate in this project on behalf of the tribe.  The people she brought forward with her were not consistent in showing up for meetings and stuff.  So we didn’t end up getting very much in the way of participation from the Hoh, but we do have some images that came from other sources, which I will discuss in a minute.

The Quileute tribal situation is similar, and it was compounded by a complete change in tribal government midway through the project.  So we had to renegotiate the permission agreements, and we never got enough steamrolling before the project ended to get a sizeable contribution.  But again, we do have some Quileute images and artifacts from other sources.

In the end, those sources from which we got images were the National Museum of the American Indian, the Museum of History and Industry in Seattle, and the special collections of the UW libraries.

Individuals from the town were keen to participate, once they felt sufficient trust and excitement about the project.  I did sense some competition -- “if Betty put something into the collection, I want to have some stuff in there, too.”  That was great.  That was kind of neat.  We didn’t really encourage it, but it was a nice little thing.

Again, metadata was almost nonexistent, and there was no selection.

The Hispanic community -- they are a shy bunch of newcomers to this area.  I don’t think there was anybody of Latino descent in the area before 20 years ago.  They fairly much operate kind of under the radar in the community.  Gaining their trust was the only way we could have gotten anything contributed.  How we got around that was, we enlisted the ESL teacher at the community museum, who was a trusted ally.  She is actually Iranian, but they know her and love her and trust her.  So she advocated for the UW and helped build trust.  She actually went so far as to get a friend of hers who is a professional photographer to come around and photograph folks -- contemporary photographs of people at work.  They are incredible images.  They are very beautiful and very interesting.

I have to admit that there was a veil.  I personally didn’t meet anybody in the Latino community, because the ESL teacher kind of was an intermediary between the university and the population.  I can’t say a whole lot about how she did it, but I know she did it, and we found the right person.

We had some smooth sailing with some partners as well.  These three entities were all professional museums.  They used the project as a teaser to entice foot traffic to their brick-and-mortar museums.  They were excited to have a way to get items online and begin participation in some sort of digital program.  They were also excited to procure digital versions of artifacts.  So these guys were all super-helpful.  They knew what they were doing, partly because they were large and already professionally in the museum business.

So come visit us.

