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Village museum would lack walls
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Saturday, June 23

NORTH BENNINGTON — The North Bennington Historical Society is hoping to mix village history with cutting-edge technology as it attempts to create a "museum without walls." 

At this museum, visitors would be able to take a walking tour throughout the village. When they arrived at certain notable locations, they could access Internet video or text intended to further inform museum-goers about the village. A patron standing in front of Powers Market, for example, would be able to access a video conveying the history of the store through their laptop or wifi Internet-enabled mobile phone. 

John Huling, the director of the North Bennington Museum and Historical Society, said the idea came to him while taking an excursion through nature. 

"In 2003, I was hiking on a mountain, and I was using (Global Positioning System) markers," Huling said. "I thought this would be a cool thing to apply to a museum." 

Huling soon found that Allan Doyle, the project coordinator of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Museum, was working on a similar endeavor, termed the "Museums Without Walls" project. 

"We have been talking with the North Bennington folks recently," Doyle wrote in an e-mail. "We think their ideas are very much aligned with those of the MWOW project." 

Doyle said MIT's initial focus was to educate people about the institute's Cambridge, Mass., campus. 

"The MWOW project is in an early stage of technical development," Doyle wrote. "We have a demonstration of location-based stories on a handheld device that works in the limited area of MIT." 

Doyle said he hopes the idea will expand. 

"Our plan is to publish all the technical information that we can, so other organizations can use what we develop," Doyle wrote. "As time goes on, we'll be in a position to do that in a way that's easier to install than use." 

Huling said the North Bennington project differs from the MIT project in several ways, notably production quality. 

"YouTube has shown us that the video quality doesn't have to be great for a video to be popular — it just has to be a great story," Huling said. "I want to get kids involved — they love technology." 

This, however, is not the first time the idea for a North Bennington village museum has come up. 

"A number of years ago, I walked into Powers Market and spoke with Larry Powers," Huling said. "He said he had wanted a museum in the village for 30 years, and asked if I would be interested in helping." 

"If it weren't for meeting Larry Powers, I wouldn't be doing this," added Huling. 

He said the museum would not merely focus on village "celebrities." 

"Often, with museums, the only people you hear about are the ones with money," Huling said. "Everyone who lives here has stories, and people want to know more about their old Uncle Billy than famous people." 

"There are a lot of neat stories here," Huling said. "People will say we don't have history, because we don't have the buildings, but we do have history — personal history." 

This new model of a museum, said Huling, might prove more popular than traditional buildings, especially with towns that lack funding. 

"I started doing some digging around, and I found that museum attendance is down," Huling said. "Certainly, interactive exhibits bring some people in, but some of those can cost $50,000 to $60,000." 

Huling said the new, GPS-based concept neatly sidesteps these problems. 

"With this, you don't have to have the money to have a building (for a museum)," he said. 

The museum has already drawn interest from CNN and the Discovery Channel. 

"We're also looking to partner with other people in the area," said Huling, raising the possibility that other nearby towns could be a part of this concept. 

Huling said the museum's content can be accessed currently, but the ties to GPS and the Google Map Service will likely be done by the end of the year. 

"We're having phone conferences with MIT to determine how fast we can get someone out here to demonstrate it," Huling said. 

Some wireless Internet service is available now in areas of the village and expansions would be considered. 

The North Bennington Museum's Web site, which features videos about village history, can be found at www.northbenningtonmuseum.org. 

