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historical archaeologists were early adaptors, 
recognizing the potential in scanning barns, 
mills, historic houses, and ruins. 

With this versatile tool, it was even possible 
to make fly-through movies from laser scanners, 
where the viewer moves through a space on a 
predetermined route. However, these scanners 
were not cheap ($20,000 and up), and it was 
time-intensive to generate the videos once the 
data was stitched together. 

Beginning in 2011, a more cost-effective al-
ternative became available. Ma-erport, a spatial 
data company in California, uses the same laser 
scanner application but with a tripod-mounted 
spherical camera to captured a 360° picture. 
Its artificial intelligence (AI) platform stitches 
spaces together as the camera is moved to each 
new location every six to eight feet. One person 
can complete the work in a couple of hours, de-
pending on the size of the space and how many 
stops or camera placements are planned. Once 
the scan is completed, data files are uploaded to 
California, where they are processed before the 
client receives a final product link.¹ 

The city hall-courthouse project that 
mapped three floors was completed over parts 
of two days. Ramsey County Historical Society 
(RCHS), which usually organizes live tours of 
the location, commissioned the project. Once 
the 3D model was complete, Nienow and RCHS 
staff added “tags” or points of architectural or 
historical information to guide visitors. A com-
pleted link was uploaded to social media and 
embedded in websites. As visitors take this or 
other tours, clients can see the number of visits 
individuals make to the models, although the 
program does not track individual IP addresses. 

Virtual Opportunities Abound
Over the last several years, Nienow Cultural 
Consultants has worked with historical societ-
ies, Masonic lodges, museums, businesses, and 
educators and has created seventy 3D models or 

tours in Ramsey County and around the state, 
with online visits from more than 32,000 viewers.

The Ma-erport cameras were initially in-
tended for the real estate market, but they have 
been adopted by a variety of professions, includ-
ing insurance, restoration, and archaeology.² 

With the current difficulties most of us are 
experiencing, escaping virtually into a historic 
home or visiting a space that is now closed 
to the public may be just the thing to spark 
curiosity and enjoyment of the world around 
us. As this technology continues to improve 
with be-er and faster cameras and processors, 
virtual reality glasses, and smart phone use, it 
will no doubt become an even more immersive 
and engaging part of our daily lives, whether in 
lockdown or not.

Jeremy L. Nienow, PhD/RPA,  is a passionate 
cultural resource management consultant who 
works in Minnesota and the Upper Midwest. He 
and his company, Nienow Cultural Consultants, 
LLC, have been involved most recently with 
revitalization efforts at Historic Fort Snelling. 
He is president of the Council for Minnesota 
Archaeology.

NOTES
 1. Prices are set by the marketplace and the rela-
tionship between clients. A typical charge is about $500 
for a 100-position model, with twenty to thirty tags and 
a year of hosting.
 2. There are limitations to this technology. It is 

mostly limited to indoor use, as direct sunlight sca-ers 
the camera’s ability to make model locations. Also, cur-
rently, the resulting imaging is jointly owned by the cli-
ent and Ma-erport, with Ma-erport hosting the data. It 
can be accessed by the client but not downloaded. 

In late 2020, Jeremy 
Nienow with Nienow 
Cultural Consultants 
scanned images for a 
new virtual tour of the 
American Association 
of Woodturners Gallery 
of Wood Art in St. Paul’s 
Landmark Center. 
Photograph by Tib Shaw, 
courtesy of Nienow 
Cultural Consultants, LLC.



The Ramsey County Historical Society’s vision is to innovate, lead, and partner in pre-
serving the knowledge of our community, delivering inspiring history programming, 
and incorporating local history in education. Our mission of preserving our past, in-
forming our present, inspiring our future guides this vision. 

The Society began in 1949 when a group of citizens preserved the Jane and Heman 
Gibbs Farm in Falcon Heights, which the family acquired in 1849. The original pro-
grams at Gibbs Farm (listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1974) focused 
on telling the story of the Gibbs family. In 2000, with the assistance of a Dakota Advi-
sory Council, the site also began interpreting Dakota culture and lifeways. RCHS built 
additional structures and dedicated outdoor spaces to tell the stories of the remark-
able relationship between Jane Gibbs and the Dakota people of H

.
eyate Otuŋwe (Cloud 

Man’s Village).

In 1964, the Society began publishing its award-winning magazine, Ramsey County 
History. In 1978, the organization moved its library, archives, and administrative of-
fices to St. Paul’s Landmark Center, a restored Federal Courts building on the National 
Register of Historic Places. An expansion of the Research Center was completed in 
2010 to allow greater access to the Society’s collection of historical archives and arti-
facts. In 2016, the Research Center was rededicated as the Mary Livingston Griggs & 
Mary Griggs Burke Research Center.

RCHS offers a variety of public programming for youth and adults. Visit www.rchs.
com for details of upcoming History Revealed programs, summer camps, courthouse 
and depot tours, and more. RCHS serves 15,000 students annually on field trips or 
through outreach programs in schools that introduce the Gibbs family and the Dakota 
people of H

.
eyate Otuŋwe. These programs are made possible by donors, members, 

corporations, and foundations, all of whom we appreciate deeply. If you are not yet a 
member of RCHS, please join today and help bring history to life for more than 50,000 
people every year.

Preserving our past, informing our present, inspiring our future.
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Equity & Inclusion Statement
History informs us, inspires new choices, brings people together, and builds commu-
nity. Likewise, it can be misused to inspire fear, create division, and perpetuate racism 
and other injustices. We resolve to present history in accordance with our values of 
Authenticity, Innovation, Inspiration, Integrity, and Respect. We believe that by doing 
so, our community will be more informed, more engaged, and will become stronger.
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