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DUNCAN SMITH

BEGINNING OF VIDEOTAPE 1

There was one, I think you were involved with, there was a guy who was a PR person for the Aquarium. 

MIKE:  Yes.  He was the [writer], I should [add].

No, he was a PR guy.  He organized this thing for the United Way kick off in which we had him dressed up as a gorilla riding a lady’s tricycle.  And we went into a downtown Boston, one of the big insurance buildings, and he rode the bicycle into the elevator and then turned around.  And we started up through the building.  And the elevator doors opened, [it was] on the third floor, and people would rush into the car.  But there’s a gorilla sitting on a bicycle in the car.  So they all turned around, they screamed first of all, and then they backed out.  The door closes, I closed the door.  We go to the next floor.  We did the whole building, every floor.  And then we waited, and the whole building was going up in smoke because everyone started to “[get] away, there was a gorilla on a tricycle in the elevator!”  And of course no one believes them.  So half the building thinks the other half of the building is going nuts.  So anyway, this went on for about 30 minutes and the building was a complete uproar.   Whenever the elevator doors opened, people would shrink back.  No one [rides] the elevator.  No one would use the elevators.  They were worried about the gorilla.  It was hilarious.  And then downstairs at the end of this, the whole thing was revealed as a United Way kick off to get people’s interest up.

MIKE:  And it did.

Anyway, it was a funny [inaudible] of [inaudible] by [inaudible].  The guy was great.  I think he went somewhere and became a zoo director.  He had this game in Boston and decided that he would [inaudible] somewhere, to an aquarium, I think, down South.  Anyway, this is all about the museum trade. 

MIKE:  So why don’t you start in that same anecdotal thing and then start to feed this in, so you’ll be talking to me and then you’ll start to put the script into it.  Or if you don’t want to do it.  Whatever.

[relocate to 00GH or 01MSE media - Duncan and I new each other and worked together on the MATCh Box packaging designs] You and I not only knew each other personally, but we also at various times conferred about exhibit ideas or museum ideas so that we were very comfortable working together on projects.  And you hired me to work with Fred [Kresse] to design a generation of the MATCh Boxes.  This was out in JP.  Which was exciting because while I’d done a lot of museum work and design work, I’d never work[ed?] on educational materials.  And Fred was a very interesting person to work with because he saw design as being a way of implementing educational ideas.  So it wasn’t just a question of getting a good line or getting the parts in the box.  They had to go in and be part of the whole experience.  An example of that was after a long talk with Fred and the staff who were working on the project, we did the [Netsilic] box, which was a tube of paper reinforcing material used to make concrete pilings.  And it had a window in it.  And with the help of the box was the hole that a seal puts his nose up through, which is the point at which the Eskimo can kiss the seal.  So the box became, in a way, a replica of the breathing hole of a seal in the ice.  And then all of the kids, the parts, the tools, were enveloped in sealskin which was put in the box so that when you opened the door and you first looked in you saw what appeared to be a seal with his nose up against the top of the hole.  And then you would take the sealskin out and open it, and it had the Indian artifacts related to seal hunting and seal processing.  Anyway, it was a marvel.  Each one of the boxes tried to integrate design and content and lead to an understanding in itself beyond just being a suitcase with a handle.  It was a lot of fun.  And [inaudible] mentioned before, we had to make working prototypes.  I think we had to make nine, fabricate nine of each one of the boxes.  And that meant that we had to put together a team of cardboard cutters and snippers to work all night, every night, four nights a week in the basement of JP, building these things.  And I must say that by midnight we reached the point of extreme ingenuity with regard to educational programming at the Children's Museum.  Aided by one of our members who managed to get the key to the soft drink machine from a Coke guy, and we replaced a couple of [lines] in the Coke machine with beer, which we [substituted? inaudible] out of order [sign? inaudible] during the day [inaudible] beer.  But it was an enchanting winter.  It went on for, I think, three months.  So that’s when I really saw the Children's Museum from the bottom.  But then we moved on and I went to work at the Museum of Fine Arts.  

[Duncan's vision of transforming an Antique Auto Museum into a Museum of Transportation] And then I think you called up one day and said that the Transportation Museum, which was then called the Lars Anderson Antique Auto Museum, was looking for a director, and I applied.  And after two or three years of work with antique cars I decided that the museum had this enormous potential not as an antique auto museum, but as a way of talking about technology and the evolution of American culture, using transportation, including cars, as metaphors for this process both developing and peopling this country.  And most particularly in the context of Boston.  Because Boston has had every single important transportation system and social impact in history has gone through the [museum? inaudible].  If you took Boston, you could put your finger down almost anywhere out the window at the Fort Point Channel, you can put your finger down almost anywhere and see the impact of commerce, transportation, and the [inaudible] of people’s lives.  It’s one of the things that makes Boston so uniquely reach is the archaeology of transportation is so large.  Walking down the streets you can find it.  


[the limitations of the site and carriage house] So anyway, MOT – otherwise known as Lars Anderson Park – had an audience that goes from 12,000 people a year in 1970 to 65,000 roughly in 1975.  And we had enormous growth in collections.  A wonderful doctor from Wellesley gave the museum about 70 antique bikes, an incredible collection.  And then I began going after gas station signs and diner signs and the kind of graphic flotsam of transportation.  And we also began throwing vehicles out of the museum, which is a carriage house, into storage to get space for changing installations.  So as the museum converted itself from being a parking lot into being a changing exhibition collections-based museum, the pressure on the carriage house became really unbearable.  No bathroom, no security, no HVAC, [fire exits].  Heat goes on.  A big perfect carriage house is not naturally above [about?] a museum.  And the museum in Brookline was really being pressed for [this].  So I began the process of looking for a new place to park the museum.  And the process [inaudible] includes locating large sort of parcel of real estate venues that could be obtained at reasonable prices – or stolen, as the case may be.  We were really intrigued by the big Ford [inaudible] at the Watertown Arsenal, which was big enough inside to hang aircraft, run trains – it had tracks – run trolleys, run rails, run bikes, and have [changing? inaudible] exhibitions all within this huge tent.  Needless to say, other people began to see some of the possibilities at the same time we did.  So hence that building was gone.  But to make the hunt come to our joint venture at Museum Wharf, at the same time that I was doing this, you apparently were doing the same thing, to try and find a way of expanding Children's Museum from Jamaica Plain into some kind of central metropolitan location.  MOT had two strategic options.  One was to go into the country and find a huge piece of real estate that you can run on, have grounds events on, and huge crowds of people.  The second was to find a smaller, urban site become a museum much more like the Museum of Science or The Smithsonian in Washington.  My own inclination was that the urban [venue? inaudible] was a better one than the rural one.  In retrospect, you might go back and look at that and say, “Well, maybe, if you have a large transportation [object], you should be in some environment that’s huge, where they fit with the scale [inaudible] between [inaudible] and [inaudible] [museum].”  

[exploring a joint venture to adapt an old wool warehouse on the Fort Point Channel into two museum homes] In [inaudible], 1974 I believe, or ’75, you called up and said, “Let’s joint venture and work on the Boston waterfront”.  Now, if we stop for a second, at this moment sort of five years into my directorship of the MOT, Museum of Transportation, and about three [?] years into your directorship of the museum, TCM had established a [reputation? inaudible], was known to a foundation [inaudible] public.  It was an institution which I think was around 70, 80 years old then.  And it was a family service cultural agency, and a place for mothers and fathers and kids.  MOT, by comparison, had virtually a new program.  And its old image was antique car parking lot.  Its new image, which was take MOT and [inaudible] was too new [mission? inaudible] to be understood.  We also were so new, we had no endowment, we had no developed staff who had mastered the collections, and performed the other staff functions in education, public relations, developed it and so forth.  So you guys were ahead of us.  We decided after a series of meetings that we would try and do Museum Wharf together.  Our pitch was to [inaudible], they’re faster, stronger, smarter, and [inaudible] which is [essentially] true.  What we felt we had to do to make the budget work, was to have clarity between the directors about the process, the [inaudible] and the goals [inaudible] of this new thing called Museum Wharf.  The second issue was that the boards and staff had to agree on projects, budget and some way of maintaining the process of converting the whole warehouse into a museum.  The very issue is that each museum had to be able to raise the funds necessary to [underwrite/cover/fund? inaudible] the common task, and also do its own integral development and fitting out.  Each museum had to understand that the process of [inaudible] the conversion would have to be kept on time, the [money/finances/expenses? inaudible] had to be controlled, that distractions for [bent egos, loud voices] and side [excursions? inaudible] had to be kept within reason.  And then, finally, the project when it was done had to be the right project for the institutions going forward.  

[how did the joint venture work - was there enough equity between the two museums, their finances and their boards?] So then what happened?  Dear me.  Mike and I, I think, worked very well on most issues.  The museum staff was larger, had better resources, and was able to accomplish more [associate] tasks related to a project with greater ease than [inaudible] partners.  [Inaudible] as a team felt that we had to [inaudible] hard [inaudible].  We also felt that there was whatever sharing and helping.  That may have been where we were, we felt that we were moving forward together.  The second issue was creating a project advancement.  We all agreed, I think, that that was a singular success.  The project was very [inaudible] by a good team from both boards and it was conceived [inaudible] and economically and directly.  And the final cost per square foot for the project was very low, which is a testimony to this [inaudible].  The third issue that had to be assumed was that both museums would have effective [inaudible] mechanisms so they would be able to raise the funds for the project common expenses, and also for their own institution[s].  Now, the thing is, this is where [inaudible] typically caught out and we were not able to keep up with TCM and were not able to keep enough money flowing in a [inaudible] way into the project.  And in retrospect at the [inaudible] [callout quote for Museum Wharf story] "meetings where the two boards sat down to thing [think?] about this a little more, it might have been helpful if the Children's Museum board had been more demanding of the MOT board in terms of, in effect, 'show us your money'”.  In other words, developing their capacity to be a viable partner. [or perhaps this callout quote instead] "And I think that both boards behaved so nicely to each other that some of these hard questions that might have been asked might [were] not have actually been asked."  Which is too bad.  Because the MOT board, if it had been [braced] hard enough, might have said, “Well, we aren’t big enough yet to do this”.  Or they might have said, “We will do it” and they would have put the money on the table.  And the fundraising game would have had a much different psychological foundation.  Who knows?  In any event, we had some of these memorable moments in the history of the project when, I guess I’d have to say, I fully assumed that once a bank had agreed to loan you [inaudible] financing, which I will add was at 20% which is – it would have been cheaper to have billed the building to Mastercard or Visa, okay?  But anyway, the departure of being hosed by the bank we were assigned a fee of $300,000 bucks as a kind of goodwill gesture on our part to them.  [Inaudible] always the same thing.  But I’ll tell you, these hits.  We had another one when the MOT’s [inaudible] fund was purloined by our construction manager to meet other pressing needs.  And then there was the question of the elevator foundation costs which just come back to mind, which were [inaudible] astronomically higher than estimated.  The elevator was another [employee] issue because it broke down two months before the opening.  And we had to do everything except carry antique cars up the stairs.  Anyway.  But we got the elevator back, I think, four weeks before the opening, which meant that we really had that installed [and we] had the material for a period of about eight weeks.  It cost a lot of money because what it did was push us over to enormous overtime [inaudible].  Anyway, summing up the financing, which was a problem for us, we really had to bail the [inaudible] on a day-to-day basis from our standpoint.  

[and so what happened to each of the two museums?] TCM did better, behaved more responsibly, and had a more sensible program.  I think you would say the [project] was bigger [inaudible] [than MOT].  The [inaudible] these programs [inaudible].  In some way, for TCM the project was a great success and opened a whole new set of windows to be part of the whole community and to grow with the service.  For MOT, it did not work out that way.  The MOT went back to [the] carriage house and is carrying on it’s original activities without the delusions about larger philosophical issues of [inaudible] growth and technology.  MOT was probably too new and too small and not developed enough as an institution to have been able to pull off a project of this scale.  It was exciting.  A lot of people worked hard.  And I’m sorry to say a lot of people were hurt by the [inaudible].  And to them I would say, “I’m sorry I did it to you”.  And to the world I would say, “Well, it was worth trying”.  So this is some thoughts.
MIKE:  They’re wonderful thoughts.  And I think you nailed it.  Both the analysis and the project.  And in a sense with, if you overreached, you overreached for good reasons.  And in the semi-failure of it, it was, again, for good reasons.  And I was thinking when you were talking of taking responsibility for getting everybody into the pickle, I don’t think you needed to take full responsibility for that.  You had plenty of company, including me, in that.  Talk about this business of – one of the things we talked about, I remember, during the planning and conceiving the thing at the very beginning, I think we both had this sense for it to be a true collaborative, we had to be equal partners.  It had to be 50/50.  We had to ante up the same amount even if we weren’t identical organizations in terms of mission, collections, audiences.  We felt that in terms of presenting to our funders, the outside world, and to ourselves, we had to feel that there was no senior and junior partner in the thing.  Is that right?

Yes, that was.  That was our assumption, and I think for a lot of people, that was actually how we presented it.  I know that was true in the foundation pitches, and a couple of the joint solicitations of major donors.  

MIKE:  And the kind of questions they would pose to us:  “Why are you doing this?”

[thinking about Museum Wharf as a real estate project where organization equity might not be so much of an issue] Well, you know, think about this for a moment.  I think it’s something that actually occurred to you earlier.  If this had been a real estate project as opposed to a joint museum project, then in a funny way we could have allowed each museum to run on its strengths without being caught in the dilemma of not meeting the common standard of equity between the partners.  So if we’d say, “Okay, we’re going to renovate a museum-grade facility on the Fort Point Channel, and you take as much as you want and can afford and we’ll take as much as we want and can afford, and we’ll put the rest into a common ground, bank it for the future or rent it out to cover the costs”, in other words, if we’d had a kind of equity in the venture without having an equity in the real estate, we might have structured it differently.  And I think if we were going to do this again, I’d be inclined to sell that as a concept.  You do the real estate, get that settled, and then worry about the distribution of space within the package, rather than saying that the project, real estate, is the reality of the two museums, which we came close to saying.  And I don’t know how we would have come to that as a premise, because I think I [it?] flies in the face of joint venturing things.  But in a funny way, the best – this is based on our experience – the best solution might have been to have gotten someone else to do the whole building.
MIKE:  We talked about that, actually.

In other words, sign a lease.  Sign lease commitments to take space with certain facilities available.  So I don’t know.  If we were going to do it again today, I’m not sure what would be different, but I’m not sure that we would repeat what we did.  I think that unless you have institutions that are remarkably evenly matched in resource and potential, it’s very hard to get something like this to work out in the end without tensions that are not fully productive.  And the other thing is you really don’t know until you get into a project like this, how it’s going to break.  MOT actually raised a lot of money because it projected a vision.  And you did, too.  But that was hard to define going in.  As we went further and further into this project, it became easier and easier in a way to raise money.  We weren’t raising it as we thought we were going to.  I have this fantasy that somebody will walk in the door and say, like the president of Geico to Tom Kearns at the Guggenheim, “Go baby”, and drop $125 million on the table and say, “You want a museum in Bilbao?  Well, go do it.”  “You want a ten-story office building?  Do the building next to the [Wright] building in Manhattan?  Go baby.”   But those people exist.  That can happen.  In a funny way I’m surprised that it hasn’t happened to the Children's Museum.  Because it’s such a [inaudible] institution.  I mean, the whole institution of the Children's Museum should get a MacArthur Grant.  I mean, the whole joint.  Some thoughts. 

MIKE:  I can’t remember exactly how you put it and exactly when you said this, but you came fairly early in the thing, you kept talking about museums shouldn’t be in the real estate business.  They should run museums and there has to be some other way to create the real estate that you use.  And you could rent it, you could be given it, whatever it would be.  But that was a conflict of –

Talent and resources.

MIKE:  And I thought, why in the hell do you keep saying that?  I don’t understand that.  But I understand it completely now.  Completely.

Well, museums don’t do it.  Museum people may turn out to be real estate whizzes.  But the chances are reasonably low that that’s really what they’re good at.  They’re terribly good at program, and they’re terribly good in many cases at scholarship and educational activities that enrich enormously the [inaudible] life of the people that get near them.  But buildings?  Running a building?  Running a building?  Expanding a building?  It’s really a game for other people. 

MIKE:  And I couldn’t imagine why you were saying this.  Because when you weren’t in the basement making Matchboxes, you were in one personal real estate project after another.

That’s true.

MIKE:  So it seemed to me if anybody could do it, you could with your own hands.

No.  No, no, no.  The scale, I mean –

MIKE:  I’m talking about my misperceptions.  

We talked earlier about mentioning my sense of dismay and outrage at the antics of the banks.  Well, those reactions are in a funny way naïve.  Money and financial interests have a way of behaving which they understand perfectly well.  Whether you understand it or not.  And you might just as well find people to relate to banks and financial ventures and real estate development processes who understand it like second nature.  Daniel [Prigmore], who was instrumental in getting this thing to happen, and I think he was under the personal direction of John Bok, who was another interesting and wonderfully talented human being, the two of them had so much insight into what kind of snakes and weasels live in contracting worlds and in financial deals.  It’s a [inaudible] zoo of strange animals out there that puts packages together.  You get clues of this madness when you read about the huge development right across from the museum.  What is the tower called over here?  Jeff [Inaudible] is the developer of it.  He sued everyone he’s been near.  Everyone who’s been near him has sued him.  The building is owned entirely by him and almost not at all by him.  I mean, it’s like a really well-written Italian opera.  Okay?  Funny composer and strange lyrics.  So why should museums learn how to do this?  Don’t.  Do something else.
MIKE:  And in fact when we got ourselves in the hands of Prigmore, the doors opened, we were stuck.  Remember?  We worked like dogs.  Even with John Bok, for more than two years maybe?  And then Prigmore said, you know, he knew everybody.  And he had this wonderful prescription was, this is a great building, we can do it, but you have to listen to what it’s telling you, telling us.  And he was right.  All that kind of stuff.

Well, I sort of after the fact, ran into Peter [Chermayov].  Peter [Chermayov] was one of the principals at Cambridge Seven who did the original planning for this building.  And I said, “Good evening, Peter.  Nice to see you.”  And he poured a plate of spaghetti over my head and went after me with his knife and his fork, you know, accused me, I guess by inference you, of having dumped Cambridge Seven out of this project which he thought was going to be just the best thing to come through the office in a long, long time.  And I kept saying, “We didn’t do it.  We didn’t do it.”  I denied all knowledge.  In point of fact, it was Prigmore and Bok who, and the other members of the team, who decided that this thing as you just said, had to be rational, sensible, and whatever the building told you was what you were going to do, and that you couldn’t play games with an architectural process that ignored the fact that this place used to be full of walls.  And Prigmore was a brutal guy.  He’s the man who stole my spotlight allowance.  I could have killed him for that.  You know, we’re supposed to open the museum in the dark?  [In fact], [inaudible] said that, “Daniel?  How do you like this place?  Give the visitor a camel?  What’s your plan?”  So anyway.  Many lessons to be learned.  But happily, Michael, at this moment in my life I don’t have to learn them anymore.
MIKE:  Yes.  You can be a teacher.

Oh, no, no, no, no.

MIKE:  Everybody’s student, the other student.

I have shut down my learning cycle.

MIKE:  Well, that’s what these conversations are about.  If this has any utility other than just an exercise in nostalgia, it’s got to have some utility with people to people that are struggling with new buildings or figuring out how to get a committed board to come through, all that kind of stuff.  And a lot of that stuff gets lost.

Yeah.  I remember there was one interesting episode that the two of us had.  I think you were ahead of it because you spent a lot more time doing fundraising than I did.  We went up to a meeting of the Museum Director’s group in Salem, at the Peabody.  And there was this wonderful, wonderful director.
MIKE:  Dodge.  Something Dodge.

What was his first name?

MIKE:  It will come, yeah.  He was a wonderful person, oh, man.

We were talking about fundraising, and we raised this question about, well, if you want to raise funds, what do you do?  Hire a fundraising council?  And you go through this ritual.  And he said, “No, unfortunately, if you want to raise money, you have to go and do it yourself.  And if you don’t do it, and if you’re not the engine for cultural fundraising for your institution, the money will not be raised.”  And that was a moment for enlightenment.  I think we drove back together from Salem with a sudden, you know, like the shades had been lifted.  Why we’d spent money having a fundraising council come in and organize the bedickens out of the project and you still couldn’t get it to move, and it couldn’t move because we weren’t driving it.  And essentially from that day on, most of my job was fundraising.  Which was, it’s interesting.  How do you run the institution, do the fundraising, and then manage architectural and construction campaigns?  If you begin looking at what the tasks are for director, you can’t do three, so you’d better do one.  

MIKE:  [inaudible].

Well, you get some other people do to two for a while because you’re going to have to do fundraising.  But that was an interesting session.

MIKE:  And I think you’re right, because both of us, if given our druthers – and there was always more to do than you had any time for – was we always gravitated to the problems of making the building work rather than getting the money in our hands.  Because we knew we could do that, even though we were reasonable directors.  We also had this sidebar capacity to plan and be a good client to a contractor and that kind of thing.  We could talk the talk.

Well....

MIKE:  So talk about also, you know, you said a moment ago that it wasn’t the fact that we were friends, living next door, really didn’t have much impact on this as a project.  Those were separate parts of our lives.  When things got tough, and tough decisions had to be made, did that ever get in the way?  The business of that, did that put strains on the friendship in addition to the things we were working on in parallel?

[END OF AUDIOTAPE 1, SIDE A]

[BEGINNING OF AUDIOTAPE 1, SIDE B]

I think it probably did, because I think that as the campaign ended and the building came down to opening, you were under a very different set of pressures than I was.  Your pressures were how do you kick this thing off from here?  Mine were, my god, how do I grab what we’ve got left and save it?  So I really felt that in the last four or five months before the museum opened that I was under an incredible amount of pressure, but very different from yours. 

MIKE:  And I thought it pulled us apart.  At that point.  And the six months after that is a time when we were more than, we had so emotional reserves left, and we had to get the things we were trying to do, and it didn’t leave much to patch up anything that might have developed that was....

Well, I really wanted to, I really felt that I had to move on.  

MIKE:  Sure.

You know, I didn’t really get back on track until Tom Wong called up a couple of years after I resigned as director here and said that he was in trouble as the Museum of Fine Arts, that he had a huge show he had to put on and if I had any time on my calendar, the director would like to hire me to do the design for “New England Begins”, which was a big operation, 540 pieces of a 17th century.  And that was an exciting moment, because I really felt that I’d picked myself up again and I was off.  And actually Dave and I formed a partnership, an association, Dave [Cybern].  And we did the show and it was a [inaudible] show.  Which I’m proud to say turns up on Forbes Magazine has a list of 50 books that you have to read to understand America.  And the catalog, which is a tribute to Jonathan Fairbanks, the catalog for that show is on the Forbes list of 50 books.  That’s not Forbes, actually it was American Heritage, which is owned by Forbes.  American Heritage.  Fifty books you have to read.  And there’s the catalog for the show.  Delightful.  Anyway, from that point on it’s been very encouraging.  But I’ve never been inclined to go back and find another museum like the Transportation Museum.  And no one’s asked me to be a museum director, so apparently we’ve come up zero/zero.

[END OF AUDIOTAPE 1, SIDE B]

[END OF VIDEOTAPE 1]

[BEGINNING OF VIDEOTAPE 2]

I was at a, [Jen] and I were at a reception.  I sat down next to this guy about my age, and we were chatting.  And he said he was an architect in Boston.  He didn’t say who he was.  And I had read somewhere that Boston City Hall had been, according to someone at City Hall, should be put up for sale or torn down.  And I said, “Boy, I’ll tell, Boston City Hall, to my way of thinking, is one of the truly great buildings in this city.”  If I had known.  He said, “What’s your name?”  And it turns out he was one of the architects.  There were three of them.  McKinnell – he was the third architect.  I said, “Your plaza is a problem”, because Sasaki did the plaza, not the architects.  So he was, he grabbed my hand and he shook it, he said, “[You’re] really a [discerning] [inaudible]”.  I mean, I’ve seen him several times.  We really have fun talking.  He said, “You’re my only fan”.  Which is tragic when you think about it.

MIKE:  I loved it, I still do.

Oh, it’s great, it’s great.  But the plaza is [inaudible].

MIKE:  Yeah.  Windblown.  So Sloan, who worked for BRA, and was working for a way to lift the spirits of that, knew that the Milk Bottle on the road to Taunton on the Cape was sitting there and he thought it could be had.  And he made some inquiries.  And who would have thought that that milk bottle and City Hall Plaza could be brought together.  He was very creative.  And politically adventurous, too.

[the arrival of the milk bottle by barge and crane operator strike - possibly use this story as a sidebar] Well, you mentioned that you missed the landing here.  Well, the milk bottle came up the harbor on a barge with two fire boats, was brought in here, and there was a large contingent.  The milk bottle sits on a slightly raised concrete foundation, which is sitting on piles which are driven through the muck because the entire front yard of the museum is muck and Boston [blue clay] at some point.  So the milk bottle, which is not heavy, is big enough so it has a foundation with piles that went way down.  And the foundation was built, the milk bottle was on a barge in front, and a giant crane from Jack Saunders that was rigged onto the top of the milk bottle with cables that went down into the structure.  And the milk bottle was lifted up in the air, off the barge.  Now the tide’s going out, which means the barge is dropping.  The milk bottle is not dropping because it’s hanging about a foot off the barge.  At which point the crane operator went on strike, taking with him all the people on the crane.  There were like three people on the crane.  The milk bottle is swaying.  The barge is dropping out from underneath.  It’s disappearing.  The tide’s going down.  We have a 10’ tide here.  They come in a dead high.  So at no time at all, the milk bottle is going to be hanging, swinging in the breeze, because the barge is going to be many feet below it.  And one of the immortals of South Boston is Jack Shaughnessy, who owns Shaughnessy Crane & Rigging.  And he was here because he’s a South Boston type.  So he was here to see his crane do the thing and get the milk bottle.  So when the strike was pulled by his operators, he jumped into the crane after there was some horseplay that went on.  But somebody got the crane operator out of the crane and held him down over in the corner of the lot.  And Shaughnessy got in and actually swung the milk bottle to this huge cheer.  Because everybody who knew what was going on was having fits.  Those of us who didn’t know what was going on wondered what was going on because nothing was going on.  So Shaughnessy swung the milk bottle over and the contractor’s men positioned it and then Shaughnessy dropped it.  And then he got out of the crane, shut the crane down, and left it.  The strike ended the next day.  I don’t know what the crane operator got except a punch in the jaw.
MIKE:  What about the business of this being a South Boston site and all the stuff that was happening on the other side of the industrial side of South Boston?

[Boston a collections of villages and the issues of South Boston's territoriality] Well, we’re speaking in 2005 and the brawl about who owns, whose turf we’re in is still hot.  And it’s never going to die.  Boston is made up of villages.  South Boston is a village.  Charlestown is a village.  Jamaica Plain, you know, all the towns around here have village mentalities.  In addition to being part of the city they’re something else.  And the crowd from South Boston is a particularly virulent one because of the, I think, because of the experience of bussing which forged this kind of community unity in opposition to (a) integration and (b) “those” people, which means the people from City Hall and from the downtown School Committee and the people from the federal court, Garrity and all the rest.  So they circled their wagons and they became a defensive community.  So we moved into it.  We didn’t know that when you crossed the bridge, the Northern Avenue Bridge, that you had gone into a foreign country requiring passports and other forms of identification.  But such is the case.  We’re in "Southie" now.  I remember John Bok suffered from this funny kind of delusion that this was all part of the City of Boston, that South Boston was part of Boston, that Charlestown was part of Boston.  So he turned several shades of pink when this whole thing came up.  And it came up from a guy who’s still loose around here.  What’s his name?  It’s not Bulger.  Kelly.  He’s a politician, a city councilor from South Boston, Kelly, who raised the question that now we have the South Boston Children's Museum, the South Boston Museum Wharf, and then the next thing is what’s in it for them?  Like jobs?  And what else?  What are all the good things you can do for us, as opposed to doing them for other people in the city?  So there was a question of rights, jobs and so forth.  There was a question of advertising.  What was it going to said on the, you know, when you said the location of Museum Wharf?  Was it South Boston?  No.  I mean, is it more Boston?  No, that wasn’t going to do.  It went on, this insane [firelog] and kind of madness about the village of South Boston.  But it’s still going on.  It’s still an issue.  With all the new developments around here, apparently a real estate developer, or someone in the mayor’s office, or someone in the BRA, made a kind of concession that the South Boston community would get some additional tax advantage or there’s be some municipal improvement in South Boston based on the fact that there’s a lot of new high-tax property that’s been built here.  So that blew up, of course.  If you lived in Jamaica Plain, why would you think that it would be because somebody built a building in South Boston that they should get more of the tax return from the building than you would in Jamaica Plain?  Anyway, the games go on, and I’m not sure yet....  It’s a fascinating piece of Boston lore.  No end in sight.
MIKE:  There’s a comparable negotiation going on with Roxbury and the black community.  And we sent a delegation to Elma Lewis because we had some working relationship and things like that.  And she had been there at the dedication of, she and the head of the Smithsonian, secretary....  Anyway, they were there for the dedication.  So we went to her about, you know, so is this neutral territory?  Neutral turf was one of our criteria.  And would this been seen?  And she said, “I’m not sure”, at least as I remember it.  She said, “If you play this wrong, no.  If you behave in a way that it welcomes everybody, maybe you can get away with it.  But it’s tempting fate where you are” I think was the substance of what she was saying about it.  So even the business of we went to the court, Bill Bulger, who was the senate president, as we were leaving Jamaica Plain, and spent a lot of time with him trying to....  And he was good because he understood – although he was a rather rabidly non-[integrationist] and all that kind of thing – he also was a very smart guy, had no TV in his home, he read Greek classics in the original Greek and all that kind of stuff.  So he understood that this was an opportunity for South Boston and a way to make a broader commitment that was broader than that.

Right.  Less parochial.

MIKE:  Parochial.  Yeah.  That was it. 

Well, it’s interesting.  What did Elma Lewis say?

MIKE:  Well, I can’t – I’m hopeless in terms of reconstructing the actual language.

She did finally accept...?

MIKE:  Oh, yeah.  She said go ahead, but be forewarned.

Yeah.  And she was right, I’m sure.

MIKE:  Yes.  And I think it’s continued to function partly because we were so active in welcoming everybody and being so community minded that we pulled it off.  But if we had gone one block further in, it was curtains, I’m sure.

[South Boston continues] You know, there was a piece of history down here that’s hard to appreciate, but when I was a kid I spent two college summers packing fish on the Boston fish pier.  And when you drove over the Fort Point Channel, it was like going into a different world.  South Station is a very cosmopolitan crossroads kind of place.  It was always very busy.  Atlantic Avenue was always very busy.  And it was only a step up State Street from Atlantic Avenue, which was docks and fishing boats and some of the leftover packet boats to Portland and New York, it was only a step to be in the importing district with coffee roasters, and two blocks further you were in the financial district, which was very seersucker and Panama boat hats all summer long.
MIKE:  Or the leather district, which was just over the border the other way, too.

Which was also sort of a professional – these are professional districts.  But down here was a different world.  And where the courthouse is sitting was this huge collection of railroad sidings that periodically would be loaded with freight cars that brought stuff in.  I remember in the fall they would bring in boxcar loads of grapes from California, and the whole North End would come down and then it’d be on a Saturday and Sunday.  The people came down with bushel baskets and everything in the world, and they would take grapes to take home to make wine or to Medford or wherever the Italian communities were.  So it was a kind of primitive no man’s land.  And that continued all the way into the Army base and the Navy base, which was that whole end of it.  And then the fishermen had their own big world down at the fish pier.  So it was really an industrial – it was either a wasteland that was abandoned, or it was a busy industrial world with a lot of stuff going on, trucks and boats and all of them and the Army and the Navy.  And then right in back of that is South Boston.  So it was like, it’s away.  So if they have the sense that they’re a separate community, they’re whole history until very recently was they’re weren’t connected to the city, and they were a separate community, and they had their own agenda, and it was nobody’s damn business.  And you felt it.  I mean, you couldn’t get from there over to where the building is now without realizing you’d changed somehow.  

MIKE:  And the only contact that I ever had was going to the St. Patrick’s Day parade and getting off at the Andrews Street stop and then walking up that hill.  And you were in a foreign country.  It was very dislocating.

Yeah.  Well, moving down here is a very interesting gamble.  

MIKE:  Looking back on it, the business of looking at that question do we go farther west and into the country vs. downtown from Brookline, what’s your view of that decision now?

Looking back on it?

MIKE:  Yeah.

[MOT moving to the country vs. downtown - becoming the "Boston Museum" - and was Duncan the right person to head MOT?] I think you could make a real case based, I think, in part on the fact that we had such strong negative reactions to so much of the collection being put in storage when we moved here that you could make a case that a transportation museum ought to be a very, very large, low-cost [per] square foot building, a leftover big box, a Wal-Mart, where you basically deal with real estate at a flat, constant level and then you divide it up.  Now, the model for that is the Ford Museum in Dearborn, which is a big industrial shed building designed by Albert [Kahn].  And it has the same skylights in the roof that the [inaudible] has, and the only difference is that Henry liked a touch of luxury so it has a teak floor.  

MIKE:  And a [Georgian] front end.

Yeah.  It’s not Howard Johnson’s, it’s Friendly’s.  It looks like a giant overgrown Friendly’s.  But that’s a very good base if you’re going to deal with objects that have these big footprints like locomotives and trolleys and vehicles of one sort or another.  But the Ford, which we visited recently, has not made anything coherent out of its collections.  It never did a “Boston:   A City in Transit”, and it never really did the car sequence correctly.  You don’t get the progression, the social content of the evolving automotive.  I’m sure the story is there somewhere, but you have to look under the rocks and under your chair to find it.  But that’s not a bad model for a museum of transportation.  I think you could argue that the Museum of Transportation really could have called itself the Boston Museum.
MIKE:  And then this would be a good site for that.

It would have been perfect.  It would have been perfect for it.  We had about half the essential program content for a Boston Museum.  We had a history of the people and we had a history of the evolution of the city from the early port framework all the way up through the Logan.  We had that functioning landfill map.  There were a whole bunch of pieces here that could have taken it that way, and then this would have been the perfect place for it to be.  With water taxis running for harbor sightseeing tours from the dock down there.  See, the problem, the trustees at the Museum of Transportation made a big mistake in hiring me.  They should have hired another guy, because their cultural stripe is so that way and my cultural stripe is so into history and technology and another direction.  I could fit the cars into that perfectly, but you can’t fit my program into the car lover’s vision of the world.  So in a funny way, I was the wrong guy for the job.
MIKE:  Again, looking back on those decisions by the antique club guys who love to tinker, their happy Sunday afternoon would be to [inaudible] out –

[Inaudible] out.

MIKE:  Yeah.  And all that kind of stuff.  How did they deal with your vision?  Were they passively uninvolved or were they actively against?

[but for the resistance, there were people on MOT board who thought Duncan's vision was terrific!] Well, the interesting example of the guy who was against it was the chap who owned Friendly Ice Cream.  I’ve forgotten his name.  Presley Blake.  He didn’t like it.  He thought that [inaudible] should be cars.  It should be a big garage with garage stuff on the walls.  Edgar Roy, who was this wonderful guy who invented the iron lung in the 1920s and he was the ultimate car lover, he could find a car anywhere, restore it, find out all about it, make it run like a watch, and then move on to something else of interest.  He was just this wonderful guy with this enormous encyclopedic knowledge.  He thought this was great.  And he’s one of the most intellectually interesting guys on the board in the whole museum community.  And when he had the question, “Shall we sell the collection to buy the wharf?”, he said, “Sell the collection!  Buy the wharf!”  So it was all over.  And Frank Gardner, who was the perfect model of the gentleman automobile enthusiast and a wonderful guy, he thought it was great.  He was with it.  I mean, there were all kinds of...  There were people who were interested in what was going on and supported it.  They were all ecstatic that we had these crowds coming through the carriage house.  Because it had been a private clubhouse.  If you had 20 people in it, you had a crowd.  And we had these mobs that turned up on the weekends.  They loved the public recognition and success of the place.  So it was mixed. [continue on p31]
MIKE:  But it also gave you courage that there was enthusiasm from the board to be famous, recognized.  I’m sure they went to parties and people said they took their grandchildren there and that kind of stuff.

Yeah.  That happened to [inaudible] of the people.  

MIKE:  And also you should talk a little bit about your educational program.  Because it was, even in the carriage house, it was spectacular.

[MOT educational programs - possible sidebar] Well, you know, the place was like popcorn.  I wish I’d written a log.  I’ve already forgotten a number of the shows that we did.  But we tried to put shows together that we could anchor around school programs.  We did one on plug-in cars, because the museum had a couple of really wonderful early [inaudible].  And we went out and we got a state-of-the-art electric car from a project in Newton begin run by venture capitalists.  The car came to a naught, but it was this really interesting hybrid, battery-powered vehicle.  And then we did energy efficiency equations, starting with a horse then going to a bicycle and then going to an automobile and then going to a gas car and steam car and electric cars.  We put these things together using collections resources and getting kids involved in discovering the connections between the technology and the different values within the technologies comparatively.  There was one program that I loved that I worked on which was to try and figure how a horse pulls.  Because the kids don’t see horses.  They have no idea how you get a carriage to move.  And so we did this thing where we actually made a harness so that kids could be harnessed the way a horse is harnessed, which is the harness does certain things.  If the wagon’s going faster than you are, you slow the wagon down.  Because one set of the harness is to catch the wagon pushing you and another set of harness is for you to pull the wagon.  And then there’s the mother harnesses that allow you to, if you walk to the left or the right, it makes the wagon follow you.  So there was all this stuff.  And what’s a piece of harness?  It turns out a piece of harness is a really interesting energy connection device between you, the prime mover, and the thing you’re moving.  So we invented a harness for kids they could get into.  And then the question is how do you actually make the cart move?  And it turns out you have to fall forward.  So the question of moving is a question of a controlled series of falls regulated by where you put your feet.  So we had physics, design elements in this, and then the explanation of a common mystery like how does this whole thing work?  So that was sort of an example of an education program.
MIKE:  Talk about the crate arrival from Sears or wherever.

Yeah.  Well, we had a wagon – Judy Spock worked with some of her American Experience kids in this – we had an early lightweight wagon, very similar to a wagon that you would have bought at Sears & Roebuck about 1906, 1908, somewhere in there.  By mail order.  It would have been delivered to you at the local depot.  And you got the box and you took the box home and opened it up and put it together.  And so we took the cart apart and we crated it as if it were in the Sears & Roebuck crate that looks sort of like the one in the, it would have looked like a Sears & Roebuck crate.  So the kids came in and there was a box on the floor and they had to open it.  Then they had to put it together which was a lot of fun, because a wagon is a very simple thing to put together.  You get a big result when you put it together.  And it doesn’t weight very much, so a group of six or eight kids could lift all the pieces, put it all together, and then they could go back and look at the Sears & Roebuck catalog and backtrack in time, place themselves in time anyway.  

MIKE:  A lot of these programs that Judy [inaudible] programs, she just loved to take the kids in her program to you, because the staff got it, about what education was really all about.

Well, she had a lot of fun in the museum.  Well, teachers did, too, because we got a lot of feedback from them.

MIKE:  Talk about the various bridges.

I think we got a grant from someone to do the bridge.  Bridges are very simple, and they have each kind of bridge, and there are only four – or maybe cable stay makes it five – at the time we did the program there were four main kinds of bridges.  So we constructed giant bridge parts [inaudible] the boxes on the floor so that the bridge had elevation and some anchorages.  And the kids made a big arch span with a suspended roadway.  And they made a cable suspension bridge like the Brooklyn Bridge.  Then they made a bridge like the Roman bridges which were slab and pier.  And then there’s a fourth type which escapes me at the moment.  The arch bridge that we did was a suspended roadway with cable.  There were four bridges and they were all knocked down.  And the kids would get a kit of parts and some simple instruction and they had to build the bridges.  And when they got through with the bridges they could across the bridges and make their way to the gift shop to buy little package stuff and go home.  But anyway, the opportunities to develop education program stuff was just endless.  And the things were interesting.
MIKE:  One of the things that you also taught me –

I taught you?

MIKE:  Oh, sure.  And one of the things was, I mean, I was so eager under your tutelage.  The business, for example, of how the wagon and the bicycle came together to make the car.

[how the bicycle was the tech bridge from the carriage to the automobile]  The automobile.  You know, that’s still one of the great stories.  I went to Ford Museum and there’s not a clue.  And the Smithsonian hasn’t touched it.  Nobody gets it.  It’s just the most amazing thing.  I talk to the people who are sort of in the field, and none of them can see that that was really sort of the foundation.  It’s the Rosetta Stone, if you will.  Bicycles were high tech.  Almost nobody realizes now what a high-tech transition it was.  The conversion from wheels that were pulled, like a carriage wheel, where all you have to do is put the wheel on something and it rolls, to a wheel that’s driven is all the difference in the world.  Because instead of rolling on the hub with the weight of the vehicle being carried by the spokes, each one goes under as the wheel revolves, you go to a tension wheel which is a lightweight steel rim with a little tiny rubber band on it that’s anchored on a hub with steel spokes.  And now the wheel is upside down because the wheel is not sitting on the spokes that go down to the ground.  The weight is all being hung from the top of the wheel as it rolls along.  And the wheel, the portion of the wheel that’s down on the pavement is keeping everything there, it doesn’t want to go very far, but it wants to go back up and begin taking on some load.  So the wheel is now working upside down.  That is a very different kind of wheel than a carriage wheel.  And the interesting thing is, it’s a kind of wheel that can be driven.  You can’t drive with carriage wheels.  You can’t drive the wheel from the axle.  You have to pull the cart that the wheel is on.  But a bicycle wheel can be driven; that is to say, you can put a crank on the axle and push the wheel and make the thing move.  That’s the first big piece.  The second big piece of the revolution is variable gearing.  By using chains and changing the size of the sprockets, you can change the ratio between something that’s driving something and something that’s being driven.  The third big thing that got involved with tricycles was a rack and pinion steering, which is some way to steer these big wheels if you’re not, in fact, sitting on top of them and riding them, which people tended to do on the big ordinaries.  And the last thing is devising lightweight metal frames, tubular frames, that are connected together with [brazing], and that gave the whole bicycle assembly a kind of integrity so that the wheel and the sprocket and the chain and the crank and the whole thing would work as a unit and it all had to be very tight and very light.  So that’s basic.  All that’s missing is to find a motor, some device instead of your foot, to get onto those gears.  So now you can propel it.  And then that jump is into the motorcycle.  The motorcycle begins to appear at about the same time the safety bikes appeared.  So if you imagine yourself, now, with a bicycle-like device with a motor on it, and you arrange to put a very lightweight buckboard, like this 1906 buckboard that came from Sears & Roebuck, on top of it, and you go from two wheels to three wheels, which happened, and then you go to four and you put a buckboard on top of it.  You already saw the steering column because the rack and pinion steering which was used on the big three-wheel bicycles is capable of being used to steer your new automobile, which is a bicycle underpinning with a motor added riding on the carriage.  So then you add some more things like brakes and the external contracting and internal expanding brake systems, and worked on hubs.  Those were in common use on three-wheeled bicycles.  So there’s this fascinating technology trail.  We did that once.  We did a show called “From Horse to Horsepower”.  The poster, which I threw out, is was a great big poster that Charrette did for us.  It starts with carriages on the top and then bicycles in the middle and then cars on the bottom.  

MIKE:  Terrific.  Wonderful story.  I just love it.  And the sidebar about  bloomers?

[bloomers as the index of  women getting social access to physical activity] Oh, the bloomers, yeah.  Well, women, first of all, women weren’t in the bicycle picture very much.  But they did, occasionally you’d find a real nut who would ride an ordinary, which is the high wheel.  But then the lady’s safety bicycle appears around 1890.  And overnight, the ordinary gets shelved because it’s not a social kind of instrument.  And men and women now begin riding bicycles together.  But you can’t ride a bike in a long dress.  Well, that’s not really true, but it’s not easy.  And it wasn’t considered demure to have that much leg flashing around.  So bloomers were invented for women to wear while riding on the new safety bicycles, which was a social kind of technology event.  So bloomers.  And then, of course, because you could ride into the country for long distances and not be seen for others, there are other problems.  So what can I tell you?

MIKE:  Talk a little bit about that weekly project meeting with everybody around the table?

[the Project Committee meetings] It was at 7, wasn’t it?
MIKE:  Yeah.  And I think it was on Thursday because we had to make the decision about whether we would have a Thanksgiving morning meeting or not.

That’s one way of remembering when the meeting occurred.  Where the pressure points were.  By and large they were charged by John Bok, I believe.  And it was a chance for everyone, all the principal actors, to come together and a) solve problems, and b) straighten out schedules, and c) anticipate future issues that had to be dealt with in a timely way.  And the cast, gosh, who was it?  It was John Carberry and John Bok, you and me, Arthur, the architects or [Prigmore] were almost always there in some form.  Who were the other people from TCM?
MIKE:  Sometimes Ben Schore would come.

Ben Schore.  Who was our friend from New England Life?  Ham Coolidge was there.  And the meetings were over an hour.  People would just get up and walk out.
MIKE:  And there was no excuse because nobody was at the office when we started, and you could get to your office in time at the end.

Yes.  Those went on.  How Arthur Eldridge ever survived?  He went about three cars?  He started off by driving down from Peterborough, New Hampshire, for a 7:00 meeting which means leaving at 5:30.  But he had this terrifically neat little car called “Nippy”, which was a German sportscar.  A model of Nippy was in NSU, which was a small German sportscar.  The only other one in this country was owned by Shepard the astronaut.  And it was written up in “The Right Stuff”.  Arthur was very proud of that.

MIKE:  You chose to make note of the fact that you thought it was a well-managed project. 

It was.  Everyone was heard.  Problems were aired.  I don’t recall – these things went on for three years, or maybe a little more – I don’t recall any time in that meeting process where people’s personal agendas colored their behavior in the meeting or the process by which the group came to a consensus.  And it was really sort of consensus driven.  People would pretty well agree what needs to be done and whatever the mechanism was to accomplish it.  

MIKE:  I talked to John Bok the day before yesterday and he talked about, he always loved projects.  And because they had something that you could do and there was a result and if you had good-hearted people, smart people, sitting around the table, you could get a lot done.

Yeah.

MIKE:  And so he talked about the wharf project as an example of how a project also, from his standpoint, also –

[END OF AUDIOTAPE 2, SIDE A]

MIKE:  – and so there was consensus about that.  And Ben Schore yesterday was talking about the fact that it was both the Children's Museum board and Museum Wharf as an organization after it opened and the project all were examples of the sort of egoless, let’s get it done kind of experience, an experience that he treasured looking back on it.

Really?

MIKE:  Yeah.

I can’t believe that.

MIKE:  He had other boards that he was a part of, and they were mixed bags.  But he didn’t feel, even with the, when you were going down in flames, it put me full time for the next into the real estate business, again.

Yeah.  Not the best place to be.

MIKE:  Yeah.  That was the toughest place in my whole life at the museum was that.  Because I was completely ill equipped.  And everybody else held the cards.  I was a supplicant instead of a....  And one of the things that Ben Schore – you would have had fun hearing this part of the conversation – I kept going to Ben, because he made his money in real estate as an entrepreneur primarily, a solo act.  And I asked him, “What am I supposed to do?”  These offers for renting the space from an engineering company and things like that.  And the terms were just terrible.  You wouldn’t get any income from it and with renewals they could have been there until we were both in the grave.  So what are you supposed to do?  But the thing was about to go down totally.  This was well into the recovery.  And I said, “What are we supposed to do?”  And he said, “I can’t advise you because in all of my projects, if the deal wasn’t a good one, I could walk away.”  And he said, “This is your place.  You can’t walk away it.  You’re stuck.  And they know that.  And you don’t have the leverage to walk away, to say ‘forget it’.”  

What did you do?

MIKE:  We found the – thank god – the Computer Museum.

Computer Museum?

MIKE:  And DEC, really.  But it’s the same thing.  I mean, that’s part of why when I was coming back to understanding much later in my life why your thing of saying “We shouldn’t be in the real estate business.  We should be in the museum business” hit home after.  Not when you were saying it, but after, when I realized “Oh, my god, what am I doing here?  I’m not a....  I’m a museum person.  What am I doing sitting in that seat, pounding those pavements?”

Could you have passed that off to someone else to do?

MIKE:  Very good question.  But the problem is, it was tremendously time consuming.  And we had a broker who was willing to work on it, but you had to be there all the time.  And you’re always negotiating between a prospect and a....  If it was your building and Ben was doing the shopping center, it would be very time consuming and absorbing of your attention.  So probably if I’d, you know, I certainly could have, a better thing, I could have turned over the business of my involvement in the planning and the supervision of the construction for Museum Wharf more than I did.  But I was having so much fun it never occurred to me that I could do that.  And in those last moments when there wasn’t anything I could do around the building, it was going to be what it was and the exhibits were going to be what they were, and I was driving everybody else crazy by standing and looking over their shoulder was that moment when I went out on the ladders and sort of put up signs all over town for Museum Wharf.  Because [inaudible].  And it wasn’t the moment when I was too distracted to be much of a good fundraiser in those last things.

There’s still a few of the Museum Wharf signs around.

MIKE:  Yes, I see them from time to time.  Where’s [inaudible]?

There’s one over by the Museum of Science. 

MIKE:  Really?  Oh, on the...?

On the bridge.  

MIKE:  On the dam.

John spotted it the other day.

MIKE:  Oh, I’ve got to go take a look.

Steal it.

MIKE:  Yes.  I think it’s an elegant sign, don’t you?

Yeah.  Well, how many are left?  

MIKE:  There must be a stack of them in some closet somewhere.

I know the Department of Public Works has probably absorbed them in the dumpster.

MIKE:  Talk about any other things that were emblematic or interesting or fun about your both working on the Match project or on doing the Museum Wharf or any other things that you think would be useful for people to say, “Oh, that’s why that happened the way it did”.  Or “That’s the thing we should avoid if we were going to do the same thing”.  Any sort of the lessons or the things you can share with the rest of the profession.

[continue from p22 - lessons learned from Duncan taking on the leadership of an antique car club - perhaps add to the MOT sidebar] It’s hard to figure out what you would tell, or hard to imagine what you would tell someone who is starting off as we, in quite similar ways, did.  We started off in an institutional environment that needed very serious tweaking.  In some ways functional, but not very.  So a new person comes in and they bring a new vision.  They bring new light to the murky corners of the institution.  And then you have this problem of getting people to come along with you, buy your new vision, or sharing theirs with yours so it moves.  And then there’s the complicated problem of getting the old physical environment to respond to the new mission.  And then you have to invent fundraising, marketing, public relations.  And then if you’re responsible you have to contrive an education program that connects a whole bunch of not necessarily easily connected features of the institutions.  Now, where do you go to school to learn that?  And if you’re lucky enough, as we were, to walk into an institution that was really waiting for something to happen and nobody knew too much about what it was that should happen or could happen, so you’re constantly creating new visions for people and keeping them off center or out of balance so that there’s a lot of resistance, if you described the profession of museum directing as that process, why would anyone do it (a), and (b) how could you possibly sit down and tell someone, “Now, this is what you’re going to have to do”, because every institution is going to be its own act.  But in many ways they’re very similar acts.  And if I were going to give a talk to a bunch of kids who intended their future to be in museum work, I would say that you’d better be a generalist, and you’d better be quick, and very imaginative, and you’d better read people really well.  I think outside of that I’d say “Good luck”.
[END OF VIDEOTAPE 2]

[BEGINNING OF VIDEOTAPE 3]

MIKE:  Talk about the demonstration bay and [outpost] office here.

[fundraising in the two demo bays] Well, the thing was it was very hard to persuade people – normal people – that this was a particularly viable site.  So unless they were loft-liver types, of which I don’t think we had one between the two boards, you really had to imagine what this place would look like.  Because what it looked like when we bought it was really pretty skuzzy.  So Newell Flather, a great man, gave us enough money to finish two bays, to install one with exhibits from both museums so that it was a kind of sampler of a museum environment, and the second one was to put a small kitchen and some offices in so that we could have parties here and persuade unsuspecting types that this was the museum of their dreams.  And it turned out that this was a great place to have parties.  We had cocktail parties galore.  And I remember our favorite trick was to go down to Nick’s, the No Name Restaurant on the fish pier, and get fish chowder and bring it back and have garlic bread and fish chowder and white wine, which was a killer recruiting lunch.  And I remember Mary Faulkner was just blown away at the thought of this place plus that food?  Wow!  Anyway, it was incredible.  The exhibits were a lot of fun.  I remember we had “Bridges” down there.  And we had a couple of big sort of set pieces of our education program.  And you had some of the freestanding action kiosk from the [VC inaudible].  And I remember at the end of one party everyone was standing at the open door looking out, and all of a sudden a freight car kind of came whizzing by on what we all assumed was a dead track.  Do you remember that?  [settling the railroad right of way issue - link to p3 of John Stebbins and Dan Prigmore interviews] Well, all of a sudden there’s a freight train in front of the building.  It was a switcher.  It was about four cars.  This nut on the other side of us across Congress Street did something where he received some kind of raw materials in boxcars every once in a while.  And he was sort of behind this because I think he realized that he was going to lose this railroad siding if we did something here, because we obviously couldn’t run a children’s museum and a transportation museum with boxcars [tooling?] hoodling by the front door.  And I don’t think we were able to explain where the boxcar came from or where it was going.  It was a surprise.  But that brings up a really nifty story about how we got the elevator onto the front of the building.  Because the elevator is parked on the railroad right of way.  And this was a very serious problem.  You couldn’t site the elevator because a railroad right of way is an act of god and you can’t terminate or interfere with a railroad right of way because the railroads, of course, wrote those laws in the 19th century and they don’t want anyone to tangle with their right of way.  And when we bought this building there was a functioning right of way through here which was compromised by the fact that there was no – by the time we actually closed on the building – there was no connection at the other end of the railroad yards here onto the main track.  And that had been cut.  But that did not expunge the right of way of the railroad.  So after consulting with John Bok about this, we discovered that there was a head of Amtrak?  No, Conrail.  Conrail’s real estate department in New York City was a Greek gentleman, an old and dear friend of Nick’s down at the restaurant.  In fact, Nick had bought some land from the railroad that I think was extremely valuable, because I think one of tunnels is parked on that.  So at some point Nick bought this piece of junk land from this chap in New York, a piece of castoff railroad land, and then sold it for millions of bucks to the tunnel right of way gang.  Anyway, we all went down to Nick’s and I explained our problem with the elevator and the right of way and the dead trackage out here.  And the guy took a [inaudible], they come from [Prigmore], [took him] to New York, and he had the people in his office redraw the railroad right of way across our property in such a way that the elevator was not on the right of way.  You know the way [H.O. Jones] trains the track can snake around, make these impossible turns?  The right of way in front of this building comes up to the elevator, makes a sharp right turn, goes out, makes a sharp left turn, goes by the elevator and makes a sharp right turn, comes back to the building and goes out to the street.  I saw the plan, [we need to get copies of these documents] that was filed and approved by Conrail which was the end of this guy across the street who was threatening to sue us.  Anyway, the right of way drawing was hilarious.  I think all this got [mooted] out when they, you know, the final thing turned into a joke because of the railroad got pulled out of here when [inaudible] the right of way.  But that [inaudible] out there, I actually brought this piece of paper back, this plan.  It was just great.  And Nicky Kontos was a prince.  Great man.  He died recently.  

MIKE:  What an afternoon this has been.  I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did.

A lot of these things I haven’t thought of in years.  [Inaudible], too, I mean, wow.  

[END OF INTERVIEW]

