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1. Tourism, Learning, Humanities

No, the title is not an oxymoron. Humanities and tourism have been linked, importantly, from the beginning. One only needs to be reminded of the imperial Roman visiting Alexandria or Athens…the Medieval pilgrim at Chartres…the Elizabethan traveler in Verona…the Grand Tour of Romantic or Victorian times…to see the connection. Cultural tourism was not invented at a White House conference in 1995. It has been around for a very long time, and the humanities—those fields of study through which we deal most directly with history, values, aesthetics, religion, literature, and much more—have always been a major part of the story. 

For the essence of cultural and heritage tourism is learning: the cultural tourist is one who travels to a place, not merely to see the sights, but to experience it, to learn it, its history, literature, folkways, and values. That is, what the cultural tourist travels to learn, by and large, is the stuff of the humanities. Cultural tourists are more highly educated, traveled, and affluent. They stay longer, spend more, and are more likely to return…. But, if you want to serve them, you must remember that the core purpose of their travel is learning and that the quality of their learning experience is thus of crucial importance.

Humanities organizations—such as state humanities councils such as ours here in Montana as well as art and historical museums—have strong interests in cultural/heritage tourism. From the foregoing observations, it is not difficult to see why:

· Cultural and heritage tourism is humanities-intensive…it is about history, heritage, literature, art, culture, values, etc. This is our stuff.

· With the learning orientation of cultural and heritage tourism, it is incumbent on everyone involved to be sensitive to issues of quality…in the representation and interpretation of a given place, its heritage and culture. That is what the cultural tourist is after, the representation and interpretation, the authenticity, and he or she wants to get it right. Thus, it is incumbent on the humanities community—writers, researchers, professors, elders, museum curators, and others, as well as those us of who consume their work—to attend to standards of quality in this representation and interpretation, and to make sure that our visitors can get it right.

And, lest you think that the humanities’ interest in cultural and heritage tourism is entirely lofty and selfless, let me add that:

· Humanities organizations, like so many other nonprofits, want to be (and be perceived as) good citizens, supporting and promoting local and state economies through support for cultural and heritage tourism. 

So far from an oxymoron, the conjunction of humanities and tourism, especially cultural and heritage tourism, has the full backing of not only history but also of the meaning of those terms. More needs to be said about these matters and some of their implications. But, first, it will be helpful to put it all in a practical, Montana context.

2. MCH and Cultural/Heritage Tourism

Although the Montana Committee for the Humanities is primarily a grantmaking organization—the state’s nonprofit affiliate of the National Endowment for the Humanities—we have been active both in discussion and promotion of cultural and heritage tourism in Montana. In 1995, we persuaded the publishers of Montana’s Cultural Treasures that Montana’s literature is indeed among (if not foremost among) our state’s cultural treasures, and that it warranted attention, which it has subsequently received, in that fine little annual publication. Much of Montana and western mystique—part of our attraction to cultural and heritage travelers—stems from our writers and our state’s literary heritage. In 1997 and 1998, MCH was among those several state agencies and other organizations that initiated what has become an ongoing discussion about cultural/heritage tourism in the state. We continue to encourage the endeavors of other organizations and, as at this conference, the sharing of information, insight, and resources on these matters. With MCH’s recent acquisition of the Montana Center for the Book, a program of the Library of Congress, we have become ever more active in the promotion and support of Montana literature, writers, and readers, and thus in cultural tourism. Later this year we will sponsor the inaugural edition of the Montana Festival of the Book, in Missoula on September 8th and 9th. Much more about the Festival will appear in a session of this conference.

More than anything else, however, we fund endeavors in cultural/heritage tourism. In providing grants for projects on Montana heritage, literature, culture, and public affairs, since 1972, we always have supported these endeavors. In recent years we have supported such projects more deliberately, in view of their potential impact on tourism as well as their benefit to Montanans themselves. Joe Mussulman’s Lewis and Clark website—the nation’s premier Lewis and Clark website, which will help bring thousands of discerning visitors to Montana in the coming Bicentennial years—found its first funding from MCH. The Five Rivers Festival of Film, here in Missoula, with potential for becoming a major film festival, also received initial funding from MCH. Last year’s Brodsky exhibit at the Yellowstone Art Museum in Billings was another project, with significant implications in cultural tourism, for which MCH provided major support. Last summer we funded both the first International Tribal Games, on the Blackfeet Reservation, and a major conference on the Bozeman Trail, sponsored by the Montana Historical Society. The Bozeman Trail conference was notable in bringing together literally a  “who’s who” of western scholars and historians. More than that, however, it attracted some 350 registered participants, from California to Florida, Denmark to Japan, who indulged themselves in four days of lectures, readings, and discussions, visits to sites along the Trail and its terminus in Virginia City, exhibitions, entertainment, meals, and more. The Bozeman Trail conference was aimed squarely at the summertime heritage visitor, and its results were encouraging.

Presently, in addition to much else, MCH is funding both the annual Lewis and Clark encampment in Great Falls this summer as well as funding the summer residency of Lewis and Clark scholar Gary Moulton—the general editor of the Journals—bringing him to Great Falls and other towns along the Missouri to assist in preparations for the Bicentennial. We are also funding a fur trade conference that will occur at Fort Union next fall.  

There have been other exhibits, lectures, conferences, and other events too numerous to mention. (They are listed on the MCH website <www.umt.edu/lastbest/> and in our magazine Rendezvous). If you find yourself at Bannack State Park this summer or at Makoshika or Virginia City, you may well encounter one of our Speakers Bureau presentations, a lecture on local history or literature or perhaps an appearance by Captain William Clark, Evelyn Cameron, Jeannette Rankin, Sacagawea, or another of our many Chautauquan characters.

There are many ways MCH can help as you become more deliberately engaged in cultural/heritage tourism. Our grants most often support projects and events: exhibits, conferences, lectures, and so on. We also fund radio and television series and productions, films and videos. Of particular interest to historical societies and similar organizations are our museum assistance grants, which can provide for planning, assessment, scholarly and professional expertise, as well as technical assistance. We also provide grants for the planning of any of the above kinds of projects. 

The standards applied to our grants are minimal: there must be significant humanities content and expertise—which ought to be no problem in the realms of culture and heritage. There must be a dollar-for-dollar match, which is usually in-kind. We can not fund advocacy, for political candidates nor causes; nor can we fund operating or capital expenses, nor entertainment, nor booze. Our grant programs are aimed at community and volunteer organizations. Sixty-five per cent of our proposals come from such groups. You need not hire a proposal writer for an MCH grant. We pride ourselves on the nature and number of proposals we nurture and approve; not the number we decline.  

In addition to our grants program, there is also our Speakers Bureau, now grown to more than seventy presentations by more than fifty Montana humanities scholars and professionals. Last year there were some 200 Speakers Bureau presentations in nearly seventy Montana towns and cities, most with populations under 2,500. Most of these presentations focus on Montana or regional history and literature, Native American issues, Lewis and Clark, and so on, which will be of interest to visitors as well as residents. MCH pays the speaker’s honorarium and travel expenses; the sponsoring organization provides meeting space, advertising, planning, and coordination, all of which usually suffice for the (in-kind) matching requirement.

And, you can always just talk with us. We have been around since 1972, funding programs in heritage, culture, arts, and Montana public affairs, and, in the course of our work, we have become a network and a clearinghouse of persons, organizations, issues, and information…an intellectual and cultural crossroads of the state. The best part of our work is hearing your new ideas and being able to nurture and support them.

3. Some Concerns, Issues, and Challenges

Cultural and heritage tourism is an old concept, but it is newly relevant to us, especially in today’s evolving economic, social, and organizational contexts. Naturally, there are concerns, issues, and challenges we must face. 

Definition: As with any new undertaking, there will be calls to define cultural tourism or heritage tourism. Working definitions are important for progress and getting things done. But one needs to be aware that definitions often are about more than words: they include and they exclude, and they are as often about power and advantage as about semantics. So define, if you must, with care and caution. At the earliest stages of an endeavor, especially a social endeavor such as cultural and heritage tourism, it seems to me that inclusion is far preferable to exclusion. 


Perspective: As cultural organizations we are prone to thinking of tourists from our own particular perspectives: visual art, history, music, Lewis and Clark, public affairs, film, drama, whatever. As organizations, we have our own particular goals, endeavors, target audiences, and so on. And it is tempting to think of cultural and heritage tourists as similarly specialized. There are strictly heritage organizations; therefore, there must be strictly heritage tourists. I doubt, however, that the kind of tourists we are thinking about are really so specialized. I rather imagine a visitor quite likely to take in a good Montana novel or history, visit historical sites, attend exhibitions or performances, try the regional cuisine, and indulge in the scenery and its recreational opportunities, all in the same visit. If that conjecture is correct, then our different kinds of cultural organizations ought to be cross-marketing and cross-developing, feeding off one another’s successes, connecting, and sharing…rather than thinking of themselves as in competition with one another. A more holistic, tourist-oriented perspective on cultural tourism is in order.

Quality: If cultural and heritage tourism is largely about experience and learning, then the quality of the representations and interpretations we provide is important. In a few years—if we play our cards right—Montana will see hordes of Lewis and Clark visitors for the 2003-2006 Bicentennial. These Lewis and Clark aficionados, like other cultural and heritage tourists, are an exacting lot, and they will be discerning and demanding tourists. They know their stuff. They will not tolerate bad history, bad representation nor bad interpretation. If we fail in providing them high quality experiences in this respect, they will move on to Idaho or even North Dakota (!), and not likely come back. 


Funding: Promotion and support for cultural and heritage tourism require money. Many of our museums, historical societies, theaters, and other cultural organizations have suffered from years of financial neglect. While organizations such as MCH, the arts council, the Cultural Trust, volunteers, and others can provide some limited support, it is clear that the state ultimately must invest in these organizations, in the benefits they provide to residents, and in the economic opportunities that cultural and heritage tourism offers all the state’s residents. These organizations, to a large extent, represent our cultural and heritage tourism product. They need help. Other states are providing such support and investment, some to a very great extent. Montana can not afford to fall further behind in this very competitive enterprise.

As a corollary, let me commend grantmaking as a means of distributing funds for cultural tourism programs. A grantmaking process can get the funds where they are most needed and can be best utilized. It provides for local self-determination. It recognizes and accommodates crucial differences among the various cultural and heritage tourism providers. It avoids a “top-down” approach and requires no bureaucracy of administrators. And it is, for a variety of other reasons, politically astute. 


A Heritage and Culture Worthy of the Scenery: And, finally, perhaps the most challenging aspect of developing support for cultural and heritage tourism here is Montana’s own impoverished image of itself. Somehow, if much is ever to occur in cultural tourism, we must persuade our fellow Montanans—particularly the ones who meet in Helena every two years—that this state indeed has a culture and a heritage that are of worth and that also are of great interest to people not fortunate enough to live here. 

If we can so persuade our friends and neighbors of this genuine worth and interest, then we will already have achieved something of great importance.

1
3

