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Behind the Scenes--

Volunteer tackles complex task 
Before any development takes place on 
public lands, the area must be surveyed 
for signs of cultural resources. Those 
archaeological surveys often result in 
boxes full of everything from bone 
fragments to buttons.

Each one of those pieces – no matter 
how small -- must be properly 
catalogued and stored, a time-
consuming task that’s not for just 
anyone.

Enter Kaja Anderson, a Montana State 
University-Billings student who has 
logged many hours cataloging artifacts 
in the Billings Curation Center. She first 
volunteered last fall in order to fulfill an 
internship requirement, but has stayed 
on well beyond the required 136 hours.

“I really want to finish this project,” she 
says. That could take her well into the 
spring.

She truly enjoys the work.

“I like looking at the artifacts,” she says. 
“There are lots of flakes, but no two 
flakes are alike. The more we collect, the 
more we learn.”

She’s in the right place. Since starting 
last October, Kaja has sorted, labeled 
and packaged hundreds of artifacts 
from archaeological surveys done on 
the Custer National Forest and BLM 
lands in Montana. Collected more than 
40 years ago as part of the University 
of Montana’s Archaeology field school, 
the items were kept at UM until being 
recently transferred to the BCC for 
permanent storage.

Making sense of the flakes of stone, 
pieces of glass, and stone tools is a 
time-consuming process that requires 
specialized training.

She starts by matching the artifacts 
with the site forms created when they 
were first gathered, a process not as 
straight-forward as it sounds. Collected 
by students in the UM’s archaeology 
program in 1975 and 1980, the items 
weren’t always properly or adequately 
labeled.

“We try to match the artifact with the 
correct form, making note of what’s 
there and isn’t noted, and what is 
supposed to be there but isn’t.“ 
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All that data is then entered into a BLM 
database where it is available to BLM 
archaeologists and other researchers as 
requested.

The work involves skill, knowledge and 
educated guesses, something for which 
Kaja is more than prepared.

An enrolled Sioux from the Fort Peck 
Tribes, Kaja attended Northwestern 
College in Powell, Wyoming, and 
attended field school there. She later 
worked as a volunteer Curation Assistant 
for the Big Horn Canyon Recreation 
Area. Now she’s a student double 
majoring in Sociology and History 
at MSU-B, with a minor in Native 
American studies. Her first 136 hours 
volunteering with the BCC fulfilled her 
internship requirement. The additional 
hours she counts as pure fun.

“Kaja has been a tremendous asset to 
the BCC,” said David K. Wade, Museum 
Curator. “She’s worked through all kinds 
of backlog to get our collections properly 
catalogued.”

Kaja is not the first volunteer at the BCC. 
Since becoming Museum Curator in 
1996, Wade has enlisted the assistance of 
dozens of volunteers to sort and catalog 
artifacts collected from public lands in 
Montana and the Dakotas. Many, like 
Kaja, began as interns but have gone on 
to distinguished careers in the field of 
archaeology. 

And it all starts behind the scenes in the 
BCC where volunteers aren’t afraid to 
dig into tiny shreds of who-knows-what. 

For Kaja, every boxful is another 
adventure. 

“It’s fun to volunteer here.”
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