
The Museum Collection of the National Park Service 

A vast wealth of mater ia l cul ture i s held in t r u s t for the American public by 
National Parks. Vir tua l ly every one of our parks has a col lect ion of museum 
objects for which i t is responsible. Museums in National Parks existed even 
before the National Park Service was established in 1916, and there is abundent 
Legislat ion (".including "the NPS Organic Act; the Antiquit ies Act, Historic Sites 
Act; e t c} which provide the National Park Service with the authori ty and respon­
s i b i l i t y for safeguarding these col lec t ions of museum objects , 

As a resu l t of t h i s long h i s to ry of museum development, the Service now administers 
over 250 museums, with almost 10Q acres of floor space; making the Park. Service one 
of the larges t museum f a c i l i t i e s in the United States,, The Service owns an estimated 
10,000,000 museum objects. Less than 2,000,000 of these objects have any sort of 
catalog documentation at a l l ; only about 54-0,000 objects have been catalogued accor­
ding to NPS Standards. 

Most of these objects may be c las s i f i ed as "rare" . Many of these objects are t ru ly 
" irreplaceable" as they are unique and one of a kind. Many items have intangible 
values far in excess of t he i r market value (such as George Washington's tent and the 
Lincoln da r r inge r ] , making i t quite impossible to assess a t rue dol lar value. Most 
Service curators fee l that the current $150,000,000 f igure used for Service col lec­
t ions i s very conservative. 

mparison of values might be helpful at t h i s point . The Service owns about 
10,000 dol lars of "accountable property" (such as pick up trucks, cameras and 

typewri te rs ] , and employees about 400 people to look af ter these th ings . These 
items are a l l replaceable: If l o s t or destroyed, new ones can be purchased. 
Service museum col lect ions are non-replaceable, and are worth at l eas t 150,000,000 
dol la rs , yet there are fewer than 40 curators working for the Service, and only 15 
of these curators are actualy working on the park leve l . 

When the Service accepts museum objects , i t a lso accepts both a legal and moral 
obligation to provide perpetual care for those objects . Yet recent surveys indicate 
tha t as many as 75,000,000 objects are present ly in sub-standard s torage; and as many 
as 60,000,000 objects may require some degree of professional conservation care. 

In an attempt to balance the need for professional conservation treatment of museum 
objects , the Service has established the Division of Museum Services at the Harpers 
Ferry Center in West Virginia. Operating out of a condemned school bui lding, 10 
professional conservators manage to t r e a t approximately 6,000 objects a year. This 
i s a phenominal output when you consider these conservators a lso a s s i s t with writ ing 
Collection Management Plans for parks, ins t ruct classes such as Curatorial Methods I , 
and work individualy with park employees in Curatorial Methods I I . Phenominal as t h i s 
r a t e of work, is , i t is s t i l l only a drop in the bucket. 

This i s a general overviev/- concerning the present s ta tus of museum collect ions within 
the Service. What is the remedy for t h i s deplorable s t a t e of a f f a i r s . 



I t i s d e c e p t i v e l y e a s y ' t o assume a l a r g e Transfuss ion of budget d o l l a r s w i l l 
c o r r e c t t h e d e f i c i e n c y . Decept ive and wrong, f o r t h e r e a l root of t h e problem 
goes deeper t han a s imple l a c k of funding,, Look behind t h e p a i n t i n g t h a t i s 
f a l l i n g off i t s canvas : look behind t h e h i s t o r i c wagon under a p i l e of junk in 
an open p a s t u r e : look behind t h e 8 m i l l i o n p l u s items t h a t remain uncata logued 
and l a r g e l y ignored . The r e a l problem i s a t t i t u d e , and how t h e i n d i v i d u a l s t a f f 
member, from D i r e c t o r t o summer s e a s o n a l , p r ece ives t h e r o l e of C u l t u r a l Resources 
w i th in t h e S e r v i c e , and Serv ice commitment t o p r e s e r v a t i o n of t h e s e r e s o u r c e s . 

The p r e s e r v a t i o n of a l l r e s o u r c e s , both, n a t u r a l and c u l t u r a l , i s t h e reason we 
a r e a l l employed by t h e Na t iona l Park S e r v i c e . The pub l ic enjoyment of t h e s e 
r e sou rces in f u t u r e g e n e r a t i o n s depends e n t i r e l y upon our capac i ty t o main ta in 
them p r o p e r l y a t t he p r e s e n t t ime . 

The Composition of Na t iona l Park Serv ice C o l l e c t i o n s 

The museum c o l l e c t i o n s of t h e Na t iona l Park Serv ice a re composed of approximately 

10 m i l l i o n o b j e c t s roughly d iv ided i n t o the fo l lowing c a t e g o r i e s : 

Scu lp tu re & S t a t u e s 3,000 

O i l P a i n t i n g s 5,500 

T e x t i l e s & Costumes 100,000 

Books (of Museum Qua l i ty ) 200,000 

N a t u r a l H i s to ry Specimens 200,000 

Weapons 200,000 

H i s t o r i c Furn i sh ings 750,000 

Amerind A r t i f a c t s ( E t h n o l o g i c a l ) 1,500,000 

Paper CD°cuments, Ar t P r i n t s , Pho tographs \ 1,500,000 

Archaeo log ica l Specimens 5,000,000 


