
Study committee issues report on museum sites 

 
The exciting prospect of re-establishing a public Bedford Historical Museum is on the Town’s radar, ever 
since the Selectmen voted a year-and-a-half ago to support the concept of such a museum and to 
establish a committee to investigate possible museum locations.   
 
The eight-member Ad Hoc Historical Museum Study Committee (HMSC) was appointed in August, 2014.  
The committee submitted its final report to the Selectmen in July, 2015.    
 
The desire to have a public museum has been a long-standing goal of the Bedford Historical Society and 
hundreds of residents, ever since the Society was founded in 1893 and began collecting and preserving 
Bedford artifacts, documents, maps and photographs.  The Society now has thousands of historic 
treasures, but no place to properly display them, so they are locked in the Society’s archives and not 
readily available to residents or scholars.   
 
This was not always the case.  In 1951, Town Meeting unanimously voted funds to finish building the 
Stearns Memorial Library, including an “assembly room for the Bedford Historical Society.”  That room 
became a public museum for 44 years until 1996, when renovations began to transform the Stearns 
building into the town’s new police station.  The museum displays and artifacts have been in storage 
ever since, with the exception of a modest number of treasures that are displayed in glass cases in the 
police station, middle school and high school.  
 
The HMSC’s report states:  “Unlike Bedford, virtually all surrounding towns have museums located in 
dedicated buildings and operated by their historical societies, where their historic resources are 
exhibited.”   

The Bedford Historical Society proposed a partnership arrangement between itself and the Town 
because, after several years studying ways to re-establish a museum, it was clear to the Society that the 
most successful public museum would be one that is located in a Town-owned building and run by the 
Society.  This partnership concept of a joint venture has been adopted by many communities 
throughout New England. 

As the HMSC began its work, the Historical Society submitted a report to the committee proposing that 
a museum should contain between 3,500 and 4,500 square feet of space for exhibits, meetings/events, 
a small office/gift shop, a small research/reading area, archival space for the collections, storage for 
operational necessities, bathrooms and a kitchenette.  The total square footage for such a museum was 
calculated by the space needs required for each of these components, with the exhibit space comprising 
the largest: 1,735-2,048 square feet.    

The exhibit space recommendation was developed by organizing all the Society’s existing artifacts, 
maps, photographs and documents into five Permanent exhibits and 38 Special exhibits, and then 
determining the square footage needs for each exhibit.  Space was initially calculated in linear feet: 

 Permanent Exhibit #1:  Before Bedford Became a Town (pre-1729) (30-50 linear ft.) 

 Permanent Exhibit #2:  Bedford, the Town, in the Remainder of the 18th Century (1730-1799) 
(80-100 linear ft.) 

 Permanent Exhibit #3:  Bedford in the 19th Century (150-180 linear ft.) 

 Permanent Exhibit #4:  Bedford in the 20th Century (150-180 linear ft.) 



 Permanent Exhibit #5:  Bedford in the First Decade of the 21st Century (10-15 linear ft.) 
 
The size of each Special Exhibit was estimated at 6 linear feet.  Assuming two such Special Exhibits, 
rotating in and out of the display space at any given time, would comprise 12 linear ft. 
 
Then, the total exhibit space of 432-537 linear feet was converted to square feet utilizing both wall 
space and interior space (ie., having some displays on movable platforms and/or separated by movable 
partitions) to result in the 1,735-2,048 square feet total.   
 
The Historical Society’s recommendations to the town’s HMSC also called for the use of “interactive” 
exhibits to engage and educate museum visitors of all ages, and the ability to have rentable meeting 
space to produce income beneficial to a thriving museum operation – something currently done by 
numerous historical societies to cover museum expenses and also by the Town of Bedford, which rents 
space in Old Town Hall, Town Center and the Depot Park train depot and railroad car. 
 
After studying the Historical Society’s report and recommendations, the town’s HMSC adopted the 
3,500-4,500 square foot requirement for a museum size, and then investigated 18 existing, area 
museums to learn what makes them successful or not so much.  The committee determined that a 
successful Bedford historical museum requires:   

 “A commitment by the Town to financially support certain museum costs, with specific details to 
be negotiated between the Town and the Historical Society, depending upon the expenses 
involved in the chosen space.   

 “A commitment by the Historical Society to operate the museum.   

 “A commitment by the Historical Society to develop a strong volunteer support network.    

 “The availability of meeting space for use by the Historical Society as well as for rent by the 
general public.  

 “A site that is centrally located and has high vehicular and/or foot traffic, which contribute to 
increased museum attendance.   

 “A site with access to sufficient parking, which significantly improves attendance. 

 “A commitment by the Historical Society to ensure dynamic displays and events, such as school 
programs, interactive exhibits and special exhibits that will draw more attendees and encourage 
more volunteers.   

 “A location that is not a stand-alone house museum.” 

Next, the study committee identified 21 possible Bedford museum locations, both publicly- and 
privately-owned.  The 21 sites were winnowed to 14, and reviewed in relation to numerous criteria, 
including square footage; handicapped accessibility; security; high-traffic central location; town-owned; 
parking; whether the site is part of an existing building and currently occupied by others; close to public 
transportation; and the “pros” and “cons” of each individual site. 

Two forms of analysis were conducted on the 14 sites, first a “Pair-Wise” analysis that ranks each site 
against all others, and then an evaluation using the Historical Society’s 3,500-4,500 square footage 
criteria as well as accounting for “common factors derived from the survey of other museums that are 
critical to the success of a Bedford museum.”   

Five sites, all public, were selected on an “A” list of “preferred” sites.  The remaining nine locations were 
determined to be “less desirable” (“B” list).  The committee’s preferred sites are (alphabetically): 



 Bedford Fire Station (Re-purposed) 

 Bedford Police Station (Built-New: addition) 

 Old Town Hall with or without the George Swallow house next door (Re-purposed) 

 Town Center West Wing (Built-New: addition) 

 Town Hall Multi-Purpose Room (Re-purposed with new 2nd floor mezzanine) 
  
The committee’s less desirable sites (listed alphabetically) are: 

 Depot Park Passenger Depot (Re-purposed) 

 Daugherty House, 49 Elm Street (House museum)  

 George Swallow House, 20 South Road (House museum) 

 Job Lane Farm Museum (Built-New: new building) 

 Joshua Page House, 13 School Avenue (House museum) 

 Lot on Railroad Avenue across from the Bikeway Source building (Built-New: new building) 

 A Nat Brown property such as 119 The Great Road (Re-purposed/House museum) 

 Town Center 3rd Floor (Re-purposed) 

 VFW Building, 76 Loomis Street (House museum).  

The Ad Hoc Historical Museum Study Committee’s final report is 89 pages long, and contains a great 
deal more information about how the committee’s decisions were made.   The report has been 
submitted to the Bedford Selectmen, who are reviewing it and deciding what the next steps will be.  
Selectmen (and Historical Society member) Bill Moonan will summarize the report and the selectmen’s 
next actions at the Society’s program meeting on Sept. 23rd (see story, page 1).    

Responding to the report, the Bedford Historical Society’s Board of Directors recently voted to thank the 
Selectmen for appointing the HMSC, noting that they are “pleased” with the committee’s work, 
“appreciate” the effort that went into identifying the five “preferred” sites, and “happy to continue 
working” with the Selectmen as they proceed to the next phase of a museum project.    

 


