
Museum plans 50th year bash
By John BarrowsPhotos from the archives of the Beaverhead County Museum

It has been a long road, from the beginning to where the Beaverhead 
County Museum is today... 50 years in all.

And the museum is planning a birthday party, along with its long 
time partner and friend, the Beaverhead Chamber of Commerce.

The Beaverhead County Museum Association, formed in 1947, was the natural outgrowth of a community’s pride in its heritage, according 
to the museum’s president, Don Resset.

Next week the museum, with help of the Beaverhead Chamber of 
Commerce, is planning a whole Saturday of special events and activi
ties.

On Saturday, September 27, the museum will plan its golden anni
versary, starting with a parade from 1 p.m. to 1;30 p.m., started a t the 
BCHS B. W. Lodge parking lot. From 1 to 5 p.m. there will be an antique 
car show on the museum grounds, From 2 p.m. to 4 p.m. there will be 
children’s activities and games on the museum law, followed by a 
barbecue from 4 p.m. to 5:30 p.m.

A dessert box social and talent show will be held on the museum lawn, 
followed by a street dance in front of the museum, featuring jitterbug 
dancing, Boot Scooters, square dancing, the Macarena and the Dillon 
Junior Fiddlers.

A drawing is planned at 7:15 p.m. in front of the museum for a framed 
1920 photo of Dillon’s main street and a Charlie Russell print. In 
addition, a number chamber and museum gifts will be drawn for. Music 
is provided by Boots Country Karaoke.

The museum has had an interesting history, according to historian 
Edith Palmer, who prepared a history of the museum for the event.

The Beaverhead County Museum Association was formed in 1947 for 
the specific purpose of collecting, preserving andexhibiting the historical 
artifacts of Beaverhead County.Plans were made for a fund drive to raise the money to build a long 
building museum. Land, north of the Union Pacific depot, was leased 
from the railroad, as was the section now being leased by the city, from 
the depot south to Reeder Street.

A city-wide fund drive was held, headed by a committee of local 
business owners and managers. The committee traveled throughout the 
county, soliciting donations.

One volunteer, Joe Wedum of Beaverhead Lumber Company, brought 
back $2,000 on a single pass through the Big Hole basin, Palmer said

Feedback about the building was sought from the community so that 
when Clifton McLaughlin, a local carpenter, was given the contract for 
the building, he was able to begin right away.

McLaughlin also built the first exhibit cases and Fred Woodside, a 
skilled iron worker, made the hardware for the elaborate front door of 
the museum.

Phillip Orr, the son of Ernest Orr, was archaeologist and curator of 
a museum in Santa Barbara, California. Palmer said she wrote to Orr 
with questions about how to display the various kinds of exhibits and 
said she received a letter with a great deal of suggestions.

Several years later, Palmer said, Orr visited the museum... and 
commented later, by letter, to Palmer that windows were not necessary 
in the display room. “People don’t  come into a museum to look out the 
windows at what they have already seen.”

Eventually the museum filled in the windows to make room for 
additional display space.

In the 1960s a second building, the old Torrey Lodge from the Birch 
Creek area, was donated by Western Montana College and moved into 
Dillon.The space between the buildings was eventually closed in to provide 
additional office space, including an office space for the Beaverhead 
Chamber of Commerce.

From the beginning the Chamber, which was organized in the 1930s, 
and the Museum were partners in the building, with the Chamber 
owning half of the original building.

That continued until several years ago, when the museum and the 
chamber agreed to separate quarters for each. The chamber gave up its

ownership ofhalfofthe original museum building in turn for space in the 
old Union Pacific Depot, which the museum acquired in 1989.

There is still a close relationship between the two organizations, 
Resset noted, with the chamber operating the state tourism center out 
of the depot.

When the original museum building was built, the depot lawn at that 
time was frequently occupied by hoboes who came in on the freight 
trains.After the museum was completed, Palmer remembered, Elfreda 
Woodside, who acted as longtime president and manager of the museum, 
helped raise money to plant trees.

One local businessman, Hiram Brundage (Heizey), from the Brund- 
age Funeral Home, which was located where the Mine Shaft is now, 
warned her that “the trees would only provide shade for the hoboes.”

When the trees were about six feet tall and the foliage cast a shadow 
two or three feet in diameter, Heizey called Elfreda on the phone and 
asked her to come downtown.

He pointed across the street where a hobo was curled up and partially shaded by one of the little trees.
When the museum was first built, the collection, which once had 

belonged to the Daughters of the American Revolution and once was on 
display at the college, and later a t the courthouse, began to grow 
dramaticall.y A new display case or more was added every month as 
country residents scoured the area for artifacts that needed to be saved.

Palmer carefully scribed the information of each item on a card with

a lettering pen and India ink... some of which are still in use 50 years later.
Over the years, many people have taken an active hand in helping the 

museum... including the first president of the association, Mrs. W. B. 
Willey, and later Elfreda Woodside and Helen Andrus. In the past 
decade presidents have changed regularly, every few years, including 
Sally Dingley, Everett Johnson and the current president Don Resset.

In the past 10 years the museum has grown greatly, with the addition 
of the pioneer cabin and the depot. The depot project, spearheaded by 
Everett Johnson, includes the famous Lewis and Clark diorama that 
once was in the state museum in Helena,

Partially supported by three-fourths of a mill in taxes from the 
county, the rest of the museum’s revenue comes from donations, gift shop 
sales and special events, like the craft fair.

A major project for the museum’s 50th year is the completion of the 
second volume of the Beaverhead County History Book, which is being 
undertaken by the group, with expectations of completion by Christmas.

Currently, the museum is headed by a seven-person board of trustees, 
includingResset, vice presidentMarshall Walters, secretary Stan Smith; treasurer Sally Dingley, and board members John Barrows, Sally 
McEldery and Fred Throckmorton. The museum staff is headed by a director of operations, Candi Whitworth.

“We certainly hope people will take the time next week to help us 
celebrate our golden anniversary,” Resset said.

First Step
The Beaverhead County Museum broke ground in 1949 for this museum building, which was financed by donations. 

The museum, in the 50 years since its start in 1947, has greatly increased the space available for the museum and the 
number of historically significant artifacts. The museum is planning a birthday party next week to celebrate its 50th year.
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The Beaverhead County Mu
seum formally dedicated the mu
seum on March 19, 1950, three 
years after beginning the Museum 
Association, (above)

Mr. and Mrs. W. B. Willey and 
their sons (above right) were in
volved with the founding of the 
museum, and Mrs. Willey orga
nized the M us eu m Associ at io n a nd 
is credited with founding the first 
collection.
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