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JOHN SPALVINS

[possible useful for 04BZ, 06EG]
I came in kind of late, because it wasn’t until my kids were actually, maybe not in their teens, but they were fairly, because I just couldn’t make ends meet if I was getting anything less out of my paycheck.  I mean, we were okay.  We’ve got our house paid off and I’ve got no debts, so we’re fine.  So we can pretty much take off anytime.  I wouldn’t be traveling around the world very much, but as far as sustaining our lifestyle, we’d be fine.  

MIKE:  So what year did you start?  Was it late ‘60s, early ‘70s?

No, it was ’74.  I started January of ’74.  And of course my father was there at the time.

MIKE:  [Inaudible] he’d been there when you joined him?

I think he started, well, it was Ted [Malvez] that brought him in, because they both worked at this cabinet shop.

MIKE:  It was for Duncan Smith’s cabinet shop, wasn’t it?

I don’t know if it was that same cabinet shop or not.

MIKE:  I know Ted worked for Duncan when he had a furniture [inaudible] Design.

That was in Roxbury, I think.  Yeah, it was Roxbury.  Yeah, well, they worked together and they became fairly close.  And then I’m not sure why Ted left, but he ended up at the museum.  And I think he was the caretaker, basically.

MIKE:  Yeah.  And I think Duncan got out of, he became the head of MOT and that came from his going into the MFA where he was a designer there.

Oh, I didn’t know that.

MIKE:  Yeah.  And he did the Egyptian halls and things.

Really?  Oh, that’s news to me.  I didn’t realize that.  And he was your neighbor, too, wasn’t he?

MIKE:  Right next door.  Our kids grew up together.  And one of his daughters lives in Evanston just north of Chicago.  And she lived with us for a year when she moved to Chicago before she got married.  

Interesting.  It’s a small world, it really is.  And then my father started there.  And then I was working construction.  I had come back from California from my engineering work, and I was sort of trying to basically take a little time off and just relax for a bit.  We didn’t have any kids  yet.

MIKE:  [Inaudible] then?

Oh, yeah, we got married and we moved right away to California.  I took over the engineering job.

MIKE:  Tell me a little bit about that job.

Well, it was sort of at the tail end of the Apollo program.  And you know when you go to college and you see all these wonderful, you know, especially the recruiters they project all these wonderful things you’re going to be working on.  And we got there and basically it was paperwork.  Yeah.  They don’t tell you that in college.  We designed a few things, but as far as actual hardware went, it was few and far between.  Occasionally we could go back into the construction area and do some inspections on some hardware.  But by and large it was sitting in a cubicle with a hundred other engineers surrounding you and just pushing paperwork around.  You know, I did a few interesting things.  We started working on the space shuttle engine, and I was sort of responsible for doing the continuity diagram of how all the different parts worked together.  And that, I guess, was my biggest contribution to that project.  Because at one time I was the only person that knew how everything actually fit together.  Which is kind of surprising that they would leave that up to an engineering that only had two years of tenure in the company.  But they did.  And it was funny.  And also it was interesting.  This was southern California, San Fernando Valley, and the company had this incredibly conservative atmosphere.  And I had to keep, you know, I wouldn’t say I was a hippie, but this was late ‘60s and we were sort of [inaudible] had long hair and the whole bit, and it was just wasn’t my environment.  And the strange thing was that the younger people, the younger engineers that worked there, they had the same attitude.  It’s, like, where are they coming from?  I could never understand that.  So I basically, I was there for about three and a half years.  And my wife was a teacher at the L.A. public schools.  She lost her job because they had these huge lay offs.  They laid off a third of all the teachers, especially of the arts of course.  Does that sound familiar?

MIKE:  Was that after Proposition 13?

I think so.  It was like 1972 when that happened.  So they got rid of all the arts and music.  And she was teaching chorus at the time.  And so she was out of a job.  And the space shuttle engine wasn’t going to come along for another, the actual hardware wasn’t going to come along for another five years.  So I said to myself, well, you know, I don’t know if this is the place for me.  I mean, I liked southern California and the lifestyle and the weather was fabulous.  But I said, well, let’s go back to New England.  Because we had a place up the woods in New Hampshire and there was nothing like that in California.  So we trekked our way back.  And I was sort of hanging out doing not much of anything.  My brothers were still kind of young and crazy.  But then I started saying I need some money.  And I got into construction with some of my old friends.  And we did that for a couple of years.  And then there was kind of a recession came along.  And the construction work was getting few and far between.  And my son was born.  And I said, “Well, I’ve got to get a steady job”.  And so my father happened to suggest, “Well, we’re gearing up, we’re doing more and more things at the museum.  Are you interested in coming aboard?  You can interview with Elaine Gurion”, who is the person that was, you know, she was the head of the Visitors’ Center at the time.  So I said, “Well, you know, working at the Children's Museum?  That’s not a real job.  That’s just making playthings for kids.”  But lo and behold, 34 years later, here I am.  No, it was really a lot of fun.  It’s just creating things.  And the interesting thing was, you remember we had this space called the Let’s New area.  And the funny thing is it’s never been recreated in the museum since.  All these years we’ve tried to get a place like that again, you know, an experimental place where you could just try things out, not worry if they failed, not work to a real deadline.  And just experiment.  And all these years we’ve never reproduced that.  It’s like build it now to this budget and it’s got to open on such-and-such a date.  And if it doesn’t open, we’re all going to die.  That attitude.  And so that was a great thing about the What’s New space.  In fact, the whole museum was like that.  We even had a whole different procedure.  We closed down in September for the whole month and we worked hard during the month and did all the major changes.  But then during the rest of the year we didn’t have to go crazy trying to get these new exhibits in place.  We did all that stuff in that one month.  So it was a whole different attitude and different environment.  

MIKE:  Talk about some of the What’s New things you worked on.

Well, of course, we did all the preliminary water exhibits there.  We did the first What If You Couldn’t exhibit there.  And again, these were like very, very primitive, primitive pieces that we put out there.  It was really experimentation.  Of course, we always made sure that things were safe.  But if things broke it was no big deal.  We’d just make them a little different and put them out again and hopefully they’d hold up better.  And most of the time they did.  I think we did a Native American exhibit, that went in there.  

MIKE:  This is the one that the Native American interns conceived and worked on and learned to [inaudible]?  Like Linda, and...?

Yup.  Linda was there.  She first started there, that was her first exhibit with us.  And I’m sure Joan Lester was involved.  We actually still had remnants of the wigwam out in the back, which was, I think, the first version of that.  But the whole outside thing sort of disappeared when I started there.  We weren’t doing much outside anymore for some reason.  Yeah, it was a great spot.  And I think we kept it until we moved, basically.  I think it was always there.  We tried out the Playspace, the original Playspace, we did that there.  In fact, the elements, the ceiling height worked out so that we were actually able to pull some of the same elements to the new museum here at Congress Street.  Then, of course, a few years ago we did that whole big Playspace that we have now that we finally got big funding for.  And that was the other interesting thing is that we never really had a lot of money to work with.  But it was always enough.  There was always enough money to do what we had to do because we weren’t trying to compete with anybody.  You know, now it’s all, like, Mystic Scenic has done a bunch of exhibits for us for loads and loads of money.  And they’re all very polished and it’s all very nice and beautiful and most of the time they work okay.  But it seems like a lot of time it’s just flash.  It’s the appearance that’s more important than the natural substance.  And that’s not what we had back then.  We were really just trying to make things that work and people were happy to play with and use and learn from.  And so things change.

MIKE:  Talk about what it was like going through the development process with these series of people who were the Geris and the Joans and Leslies, all those people along the way that you had to adjust to and [train] each other.

Well, there were actually two phases to that.  There was the time that we were actually in Jamaica Plain was much more low key.  And they were still called developers back then.  And then we sort of moved over to the new building and they were still developers for a while and then that sort of disappeared.  The new management kind of decided, “Well, we don’t need to keep these people on staff when we’re not cranking out exhibits for them like we did.”  We used to basically keep all the developers occupied pretty much all the time.  And then, as we got more into the big time, so to speak, over at Congress Street, things sort of slowed down for the developers.  Bernie was still pretty active, I think.  But it was like a lot of that stuff changed.  It really did.

MIKE:  Talk about what it was like putting an exhibit together, designing a thing, how it got evaluated.  All that process.  The process is something that I’d love to have your sense about how it worked.

Well, [B&P] was sort of a little bit on the fringe.  We were never really involved with the very, very early concepts.  It was pretty much more like, well, this is the kind of exhibit we’d like to do, let’s see what kind of resources we need to do it.  So a lot of times the idea would already be pretty well fixed.  I mean, not the individual components, but the concept of the exhibit was usually pretty well along the way.  And that was like we worked pretty closely with whoever the particular developer was to come up with a floor plan that sort of included whatever the elements were.  And then of course the budget had a good part of it.  Of course back in Jamaica Plain it wasn’t very big.  But, still, we had a budget to work towards.  We never got into very, very flashy things.  It was all basically plywood and painted materials and very low-key electronics.  That was before computers, of course, so we didn’t have to worry about those too much.  And it was a back and forth.  It was a back and forth and some ideas we said, “Well, I’m sorry, we really can’t do this for you.  I know you’d love to have it but we just can’t do it.”  Either because we don’t have enough funding or it’s just something that’s going to break in five seconds and things like that.  It was pretty harmonious, I think.  We never got into any real arguments.  I know Geri, in her part of the book, she was sort of saying that we kind of turned her off a little bit by being negative.  But I think the end product was great.  It still came out just fine.  And again, it was a limited budget.  I know she mentioned about trying to get the money together and things like that.  But it worked out okay in the end.

MIKE:  When you went to other iterations of the Playspace over the years – and there were so many – 

Yeah.  I lose track of how many we had.

MIKE:  – was it always going through those same cycles?  Was Geri a better client buyer?

Oh, yeah, everybody learned as we went along.  Geri definitely became a better client.  She understood, basically, what you could and couldn’t accomplish.  And I think that happened with Bernie, too, I think, to some extent.  The other developers, we didn’t really work that much with them.  There was Geri and I’m trying to think....  I don’t think I worked that much with Joan Lester.  I did a couple of small exhibits with her.  And Leslie Schwartz, I think I did a couple of the Chinese market exhibits, I did two with her.  But it was Geri, we worked a lot together, and with Bernie, of course, that was a lot of pieces we did.

MIKE:  What about the business of the sort of broker?  Was that the notion that there would be somebody midway between...?

Yeah.  The whole concept of broker.  Well, I’d say it worked to some extent.  But it’s like they could never say, “You can’t do this”.  They always had to be very diplomatic.  And sometimes we reached compromises which I personally thought were not in the best interests of the public.  But having them in the way was definitely a good idea, I think.  Without them, I mean, it would be just a big yelling match as far as I could tell in some situations.  So it was a good thing that we sort of had a go between.  And in some cases it worked better and in some cases it didn’t work so well.  But it was an important thing to have, I think.  It was a good thing.

MIKE:  Did it take care of itself eventually and if you were working with Bernie or Geri many years later did you do it directly?  Or was there still person acting as the intermediary?

Well, what slowly happened over the years here is that basically that whole broker piece disappeared.  And then the developers essentially disappeared, too, to some extent.  They’d only pull on a person when they absolutely needed it.  And sometimes it wasn’t even from within the museum.  And the broker sort of slowly became what we call our Project Managers.  So that whole brokerage idea of being an intermediary between equals sort of disappeared and now you have a Project Manager who then dictates basically what the budget is, the schedule, and if there is a develop, what really they’re able to do.  So it wasn’t the family-type set up that we had before where people were generally equals and you just sort of talked back and forth.  Now it’s “You do this, this and this, and you do it then, and for so much money.  And you’ve got to come under budget or else.”  That sort of thing.  So things have changed, of course.

MIKE:  How much of your job was in that conventional sense in how much of it was design and how much of it was production that you ended up [inaudible]?

Well, of course, it changed over the years.  In the early years I was almost like an individual.  I did all the design and the building myself.  And then as we got more and more people in there – and it was actually in a very short period, it was only four years that we were at Jamaica Plain – and then we started gearing up for the big move over here, and we got more and more technicians working in the shop and I sort of drifted back away from that, the natural construction work.  I still ended up doing all the electrical and plumbing work and things like that that we didn’t have the money to bring in specialists.  But it became more and more of a design position over the years.  And now it’s exclusively design.  I almost never do anything in the shop.

MIKE:  As a designer, how much was it based on a set of drawings that were functioning as the specifications for the thing and how much was it stuff that was essentially just putting enough down there so the person could build it but not get it all worked out in detail?

Well, pretty much I would try to work out all the details.  I guess it’s kind of unfair to the carpenters, the builders, the technicians, but back then we were much looser back in Jamaica Plain, and I did a lot less details than I have to do now.  Now we have such a tight deadline, tight budget, that every little piece has to be accounted for.  And I buy four pieces of plywood instead of five because we can’t afford the fifth one so we’ve got to make sure everything works out just right.  And that wasn’t the case back in Jamaica Plain.  We just kept a pile of lumber in the back and used it as we needed it.  Of course, as we geared up for moving over to Congress Street, things got more and more hectic and we started getting some serious deadlines and it stopped being as much fun, to be honest with you.  And then when we got over here to the wharf, we sort of started adopting a different mindset.  It was stricter deadlines, stricter budgets, and it was just a whole different pace. 

MIKE:  When you had to farm stuff out, did that mean you put even more of a responsibility on you in terms of doing drawings and specifications?

Well, you know, the funny thing is we virtually never farmed anything out.  We pretty much tried to do everything in house.  The only thing we didn’t get into was building plexi cases or heavy-duty fiberglass type stuff.  We gave up on that.  And then I would have to do very specific drawings.  But that didn’t happen very often.  Usually the procedure was, if we could build it in house, we built it in house and we’d just hire extra people to do it.  And we lucked out a bunch of times over at the museum because just as we were gearing up for a big project like Teen Tokyo, more space became available in the building.  So we ended up, like the Teen Tokyo we had the 2nd floor of the building in addition to the 7th floor, which was our regular spot.  And if that space hadn’t been available, I don’t know how we would have built the thing, because there were a lot of huge pieces to it.  And the same thing with Boats exhibit.  Boats Float.  We had those huge fiberglass tanks that would never have fit upstairs, but we managed to get the 1st floor at the right time which had a loading door, so we were able to accommodate that.  So the timing worked out pretty good.  We were very luck, I think, in a few instances where we had some really big stuff we had to do.  But as you can see here, this is so far superior to what we had over there.

MIKE:  Talk about those things like Waterplay and the climbing structure and things like that where the whole thing was yours to do.  In other words, you could conceive of the content, what we were trying to create as an experience, and then how you designed it and built and then....  You did a lot of, I think....  Talk about that.

I think the one big exhibit with a lot of curriculum content was the Estimating Game, which I think I took over from you because you had some other things came up.

MIKE:  I went to Chicago.

Well, actually, I think that was a little before that.  I think that was before that.  But like, for example, the original climbing piece in Jamaica Plain was so primitive it was just a bunch of sticks going across and my main objective was to make sure that you couldn’t fall more than a couple of feet and hurt yourself.  That was the objective.  And of course those were different times.  We weren’t that worried about being sued or having somebody come in and say, “I’m not going to let my child climb there”, and that sort of thing, which has happened a few times here at Congress Street.  But it was a very primitive thing.  You know, it was very primitive.  And I think the next climbing sculpture that came along was Tom Lucky’s, not even mine.  We sort of tried to oversee it, but he was such a free spirit that....  I don’t think you were involved with that.  Oh, you were involved in the very beginning part of it, but I guess Ken [Brecker] took over the actual part where he was actually doing it in the building.

MIKE:  No, I was still there.

You were still there?  Yeah.  And then the other piece was the water exhibits.  We started with the earlier water exhibits.  And there wasn’t, again, a lot of curriculum involved with those, either.  It was mostly play, you know, some learning.  That’s where a lot of my engineering expertise came in because I could size the pumps, things like that, and the wiring, those sort of things.  But again, it was very, very basic, basic stuff.  It wasn’t until The Estimating Game that I really was confronted with an exhibit that had to have real curriculum.  And to top it off it had to be a traveling exhibit.  I mean, we had done some traveling exhibits before, but that was the largest one.  I think it was 2500 sq. ft.  It was a big exhibit.  And that was pretty hairy.  Because, again, we had a fixed budget and we had all these concepts that we were trying to develop and make it so it traveled, too, on top of it all.  But I think it was quite successful.  It worked out pretty well.  And of course you go home and you said, “Well, I’d love to do this, but I can’t afford it”.  And it was, in a way it was trying, but it was a lot of fun, too, I think.  We’d probably never do anything like that again where you have developer, the designer, and person building some of the pieces actually be the same individual.  But that was a one-time thing, I guess.

MIKE:  Was it very gratifying being able to have all of that [inaudible]?

Oh, yeah.  Yeah.  Absolutely.  It was a very comforting experience to have that.  Well, like I say, it was trying, it was hectic.  And I won’t say it was nerve wracking, but it was a lot of work, but it was very satisfying.  It was very satisfying.

MIKE:  Because it also [matched] to the fact that you were [inaudible] a very brilliant, bright person, so the question about you weren’t going beyond your intellectual capacities at all.  And the estimating was....

It was kind of an interesting....  It was a math exhibit without any real math in it, which was kind of a....  I think we pulled it off very well.  And of course other people have done exhibits like that since.  But I think that was very good.  And it traveled for a long time afterwards, too.  But the interesting thing was, we didn’t worry about traveling it ourselves.  Now, I mention we have these four traveling exhibits.  We have our own in-house traveling exhibits manager and if sometimes breaks, invariably I get a phone call, “Hey, tell us how to fix it”.  But with all the [inaudible] exhibits that we did, the traveling ones, The Estimating Game, they were all traveled by other organizations for us.  And remarkably, no one ever called about something breaking or there being problematic issues with the exhibits.  Never happened.  I don’t know what the difference is between now and then.  I’m still the same person designing the exhibits, but now it’s a whole different thing.  We’re responsible and we get phone calls all the time.  In fact, I’m even responsible for designing the space for these other exhibit locations.  So they send me a, usually it’s a chicken scratch on a napkin.  Because for some odd reason which I don’t understand, all these other museums, children’s museums, even some science centers, have no real design people working for them.  So we end up getting these bad floor plans which don’t really match the space.  And then the exhibit ends up going there.  And they think, you know, you need 2000 sq. ft., but they have 1000 and they don’t realize this.  So we end up with all kinds of problems with that, trying to squeeze exhibits into places that can’t possibly fit.  In fact, we have that situation right now.  Our Five Friends traveling exhibit, which absolutely requires 2200 sq. ft., we’re going to squeeze into a 1500 sq. ft. space.  And you know, I looked at their floor plan, which was the wrong floor plan that they send us, it turns out, three years ago.  You know, it’s been in the planning stages for three years and now, all of a sudden two months before it’s supposed to open, they say, “Here’s our gallery.  And I’m sorry, but we didn’t give you the right space in the first place.  So see what you can do.”  So we ended up carving the exhibit apart into different sections and it’s not going to be anywhere near the look that it’s supposed to have.  So what are you going to do?

MIKE:  That’s right.  Looking at other organizations, comparable roughly, it seems to me there’s a definite change in the direction of farming stuff out, outsourcing.

Yeah.  Well here, generally we’ve – this has mostly been with the traveling exhibits – there was a music exhibit which was designed and developed by outside people.  I had nothing to do with it.  In fact, I didn’t even look at the drawings.  Things have changed.  And I keep saying to myself, “Well, John, this is a good thing because they’re thinking about you.  You’re already busy.  You don’t need this extra work, this extra hassle.”  So I’m looking at it from that standpoint.  Not the fact that they don’t trust me anymore.  But there have been a number of them that have been farmed out.  The music exhibit, the Five Friends from Japan traveling exhibit.  We did that ourselves, but it was designed by an outside designer.  But we did all the construction drawings and we built it.  And the accessibility exhibit, which is the replacement for our old What If You Couldn’t? exhibit – which, again, traveled for many, many years – that was built by an outside company and designed by outside people.  So there’s been more outsourcing.  Basically, the situation here is there’s three of us as key players, so to speak, and then we hire extra people.  I think the biggest thing that’s happened over the years is the number of children’s museums has exploded.  I don’t know how many there were when we first started out, there were just a few.  I think Indianapolis was around, they were always the biggest one.  They still are, I think.  Brooklyn was there. 

MIKE:  There were about a dozen.

And now there’s, what, there’s hundreds and hundreds.  Virtually every city has at least one.  Every major city has at least one.

MIKE:  In Chicago there are nine.  In the metropolitan area.

Nine!  But I think I mentioned this before, what surprises me is that the level of staffing just seems to be, you know, virtually none of them have their own production shops.  The big ones all do.  But they all rely on outside contractors to do the exhibit building, installation, and design.  And that’s like I mentioned.  I guess these floor plans, because they have no design departments, the museums don’t even know what spaces they have or what they’re capable of presenting.  And it’s very surprising to me.  I guess it’s a financial thing.  They just can’t afford to have an in-house person that’s really dedicated, that’s a trained designer, that really works in the design field for them, on a continuous basis.  But most of them don’t have this capacity.  And it’s really surprising.  And I think it’s a detriment to them.  A lot of them don’t even bother hiring an outside designer.  They just have the person who happens to be the weekend volunteer be in charge of a lot of these things.  We had a terrible time in this one city – I won’t mention which city it is – but they had virtually not staff.  It wasn’t a small museum.  But they had virtually no staff.  They were all volunteers who came in whenever they felt like it.  And they hosted this exhibit of ours, the Five Friends exhibit.  And they finally realized that they had no space in their own building to do it.  So they hired a space in a shopping mall which wasn’t even finished, and then they tried to stick it in that.  But then that space got denied and they went to another space.  So it was this juggling act going on, trying to get this exhibit to work.  And finally it worked out okay and the final results were pretty good, the public liked it.  But like I say, the make up of some of the museums is just surprising to me these days.

MIKE:  From the operational standpoint of traveling to these things and everything else, you can see the [depths] that having a comparable person on either side developing their designing and producing and stuff.  What impression have you gotten over these years about the quality of the product of this kind of stuff in terms of both what people, kids, were learning from the experience with [inaudible] and the durability?  Any dimension that you can talk about.

Well, I think the biggest thing that’s happened over the years is that a lot of these museums, us included, are trying to compete with the entertainment business more than the education part of it.  The exhibits have become more slick.  It’s more what the appearance is like.  They’ve become almost totally dependent on computers and audiovisual-type pieces to make the exhibit interesting.  And I think the old style of, “What is the child or the adult actually interacting with, what are they actually getting out of the exhibit?” has sort of become secondary to the appearance of the thing.  It’s like we’ve got to present this blockbuster, and it’s got to look beautiful, and we’ve just got to get the people in through the door.  And if we manage that, who cares what the exhibit’s all about?  And some of our exhibits have been that way, too.  I hate to say it, but there’s the Music exhibit.  It’s got some interesting pieces, but it’s all audiovisual.  There’s hands-on things, but it’s not like the old where you could actually touch something and construct something.  And it’s all gone in that direction.  It’s become more entertainment than educational, I think.  And I don’t see it turning around any time soon.  It seems to be that it’s more and more blockbusters.  And you have to compete.  If everybody else is doing it, you’ve got to try to set the same kind of a standard.  I’m surprised we don’t have an IMAX theater coming into the new addition here.  That would definitely be a draw.  I think, I turns out that, I believe, that’s the main income of the Museum of Science these days.  That, and their blockbusters.  That the regular museum itself, that’s just barely hanging on.  The Aquarium is the same way.  It’s the showmanship that seems to be important more than anything else.  And it’s sort of sad, but it’s true.

MIKE:  Talk about you said that the climbing structure was very primitive, crude, whatever word you used.  I thought it was – we’ve had this conversation before, but I thought it was brilliant in its design.  And it [inaudible] for so much for so little [inaudible].

Oh, yeah, there was virtually no budget.

MIKE:  Talk about what that was like and how you got the sense that you could do it.

Well, in a way it was actually pretty simple.  We had a miniscule budget and we had a space that was already dedicated to – I forget what was in there before we put in our climber.  But there was already something in place that was – oh, it was the Cloud Room, I believe it was called.  So we retained that for the climber.  There was already an atmosphere there.  And so the idea was, so let’s expand it up higher.  And what’s the simplest thing to do?  You get a bunch of sticks and it was kind of like climbing a tree.  But you have to make it safe.  And so the basic concept was very, very primitive, like you said.  But it wasn’t that hard to come up with an idea.  And it was mostly the safety issue that I worked on, making sure you couldn’t really hurt yourself if you fell.  And I guess nobody did, as far as I know.

MIKE:  What did you do?  Again, we’ll try to find a diagram or something.

CAROL:  I have no idea what this climbing structure was.

Well, it was basically, I think it was about maybe 15’ high.  It went between two floors.  And it started out you walked into this area that had a lot of kind of cushioned spaces and it was called the Cloud Room.  And it had blue painted clouds on the first level.  And then we put – I think the cage was already there for some reason, but there was a cage that extended up through the next floor.

MIKE:  It was right next to the biggest staircase.  The big staircase between, yeah.

And so the idea was to – and correct me if I’m wrong, but I think it had an escape hatch up top.  So that if somebody freaked out, some child freaked out, the parents could actually rescue them to some extent.  In fact, we’ve always had that, try to keep that element there so parents couldn’t freak out.  But it was like, alright, so now you’re down here and you want to get up there, what’s the simplest way to do it?  Well, a ladder’s not safe.  So you try to create something that’s similar to a ladder but it’s just crisscrossing sticks.  And they were never more than, I believe, 18” apart.  And I basically did a diagram looking down, making sure that if you were hanging on here and you feel, you wouldn’t fall straight down to the bottom.  There was always another stick there to capture your fall.  So it was pretty basic.  There was no rocket science here.  They were pieces of 2x2 hardwood pieces and we just crisscrossed them, various little spacings, and that’s all there was to it.

MIKE:  But the notion that you could take a thing that looked terribly dangerous, add that feature in it that you couldn’t fall more for than 18” or 36” or whatever it was, put it [inaudible] made it possible, it seems to me to do, and everybody started to understand what you had achieved.  I don’t think you got any credit for it.

No, I didn’t actually.

MIKE:  But the thing at the Minnesota History Museum, the corn silo thing that was essentially that issue, all of them came out of....  [Tom Lucky’s] was based on that model.

I’m not sure if it’s – I mean, it’s, like, more than one person invented the car so it’s just a....

MIKE:  Oh, yeah, but we were all over, he was unmanageable, Tom was, but we were all over him about –

Safety.

MIKE:  – this issue.  You have to have that.  You can’t fall any more.  Because he was – he killed himself almost that way.  And we also had an escape hatch and a place for parents to be in contact with kids without actually going....  And those are the important features of the whole thing.  And that’s why Tom developed the whole thing for 20, 30 years.

Well, he’s doing a new one for us in the new building, too.  Well, I think the thing is that what Tom did, he’s more of an artist than I am.  I don’t ever claim to be an artist.  I’m just an engineering type, technician-type person.  And he sorted wanted to extend that whole idea more artistically, with the curved platforms in these shapes.  And we were the first one that he did, I believe.  And he learned from what he did there.  What finally did his piece in was that we couldn’t maintain it anymore.  The way he had designed the outside cage was out of hogwire, and it was fine for a while.  But then rapidly it just started disintegrating and we kept patching and patching and patching.  And eventually it just got to be looking so bad that we couldn’t patch anymore and we pulled it out.  And then I designed one that’s there now.  And it was huge compared to what we’d done before.  I mean, no one’s ever calculated the square footage if you started at one point and went all the way through the thing.  But it’s quite a maze.  It’s very large if you consider the two bridges and the four towers that are outside of the actual climbing piece itself.  And sadly, that’s going to go away, that’s going to get torn out.  But you’ve got to make way for progress.  And Tom Lucky’s is going to be a work of art.  I guess he’s perfected his craft over the years.  Because some of his earlier ones also had their programs, which we were able to patch up, but they still were a little problematic.  I’m assuming that by now it’s going to work out fine.

MIKE:  Who’s working with Tom now?

He’s got his son involved.

MIKE:  Who’s functioning as the client [inaudible] the museum?

I believe it’s Gail [Ingle], who’s the head of exhibits.  She’s been down there a couple of times to Connecticut to the shop to look at what’s going on.  But again, I have a feeling that it’s kind of like, well, what he’s going to give you is what you’re going to get.  There’s nothing absolute on paper or anywhere.  He did a model, but he did a model for us, too.  But how much of the model actually gets expressed in the finished piece is kind of questionable, I think.  So we’ll see what we get.  Now, I’m pretty sure he’s got the safety part of it worked out, but I just hope the maintenance part of it’s worked out, too, because that’s always been a problem.

MIKE:  Talk about maintenance.

Well, that’s the thing.  We try to make the exhibits as durable as possible.  And I think we’ve got a pretty good track record for that.  But we’ve always been understaffed as far as repair people go.  We’ve not got a pretty good person working for us now who’s knowledgeable both in computers and in carpentry-type things and things like that.  But for a children’s museum that’s always been the biggest problem is trying to keep stuff safe and looking halfway decent.  It’s kind of funny because I don’t get to the museum that often anymore.  We’re over here and the museum’s across town.  But you go in there and you look at some of the exhibits and you say, “Oh, god, they’re really looking awful.  I mean, how could people, don’t we get complaints about this?”  And we don’t.  I guess people are just so involved with the activities there that they’re willing to forgive the smudged paint and piece that’s torn here and there.  Because there’s always so much activity going on.  I don’t think there’s too many people looking at the walls or the carpet that’s got dirt smudges in it, things like that.  But for a children’s museum that’s a big, big problem is keeping things up.  It would be great if we could just have back to all glass cases and just dust the tops occasionally, but that’s not how it works.

MIKE:  Talk about evaluations.

Well, it’s funny because in the early years we were our own evaluators, pretty much.  And things kept breaking, that told you something right there.  As far as what the public was actually learning from what we were putting out, that was a little more difficult to ascertain.  But we didn’t really do much formal evaluation.  And then we got over here, over to the Congress Street area, and because of the National Science Foundation grants we had to have official documentation as to exactly what was going on.  And we hired – what’s the name of the person that did the...?  

[END OF AUDIOTAPE 1, SIDE A]

You know who I’m thinking of.  But it was an official company that all they did was evaluate exhibits for museums.  In fact, there was a two-stage part of it.  They evaluated the prototypes that we did, limited as they were.  We never, ever, since Jamaica Plain, got into real, real prototypes.  But we prototyped a small part of the exhibit.  And we put it out and it would sort of give you a general idea if we were going in the right direction.  And they’d evaluate then.  And then after the exhibit opened, they’d do evaluation.  I think it was a couple of months afterwards, after things sort of settled down.  And they’re write an official report.  And I, personally, never bothered looking much at these, because, you know, the exhibit’s there.  There was never really any funding for going back in and seriously changing anything that was wrong.  But most of the time we got it right.  So knock on wood, we were lucky.

MIKE:  Talk about when you evaluated yourself – the museum staff, not bringing somebody else in.

Well, yeah, usually you can tell, it comes down a lot of times if something just keeps breaking, well, there’s something wrong there.  Or we designed it so that people are using it wrong.  Something like that.  And I very rarely see an exhibit that people just totally shun, that they’re not interested in it whatsoever.  I think the atmosphere of the museum is no matter what you put out there there’s going to be some interest in it.  It’s like usually if something really isn’t working, you just see the public is not interacting with it the way you expected it, you just pull it off, just take it out of there.  Offhand, I can’t think of any particular piece that we did that with.  I know in the Estimating Game there was an evaluation and some of the pieces were just not being used enough to warrant traveling them.  And we just pulled them out of the exhibit.

MIKE:  Why do you think that was true?

Well, I think, as I recall, there was one piece where you had to look through it and saw it was a 3D effect that happened inside as you were looking at it.  And there was nothing, you weren’t really interacting with it.  It was, like, you know, you looked through the tube, that was it.  And we realized that that kind of an activity is just not worthwhile.  There’s not enough for the person to do.  So we decided....  In fact, we haven’t done anything like that since where you simply just look through a tube and try to get an experience.

Q:  Didn’t Waves have a fair amount of, the Waves exhibit?

Waves and Vibrations?

Q:  Yeah.  It seemed to me there was a pendulum thing that you had to keep trying to figure out, with a rubber band connected to the...?

Oh, yeah, but you interacted with that.  The Waves and Vibration exhibit, that was one of Bernie’s exhibits.  And the one piece we’re talking about is it had a number of pendulums, that there were little buckets at the bottom of a rod and you could put different weights at the bottom so that they basically rotated at different speeds depending on how much weight was there.  And there was a little tiny mirror at the top with a spotlight so it kind of reflected on – in fact, it might even be the same stuff – that it reflected the light so you could see what the actual pendulum was doing.  And you could actually, in addition to changing the weight in the bottom of the little bucket, you could also tie the pendulums together with rubber bands so they actually started triggering each other and interacting.  So that was a true interactive exhibit.  You were contributing to what the effect was, as opposed to just looking through a little tube and seeing what was going on.  I think virtually all of the science exhibits I did with Bernie were totally interactive.  There was none of this look through the peephole and see what’s going on type thing.

MIKE:  Talk about your relationship to Bernie as an example of this dual [collaboration].

Well, I’m sure we both had the same objectives in mind to teach people about science.  But Bernie went at it from the teacher’s standpoint and I went at it from the technical, designer, engineering standpoint.  And the way it worked with Bernie was, his concepts were always tried out with very simple pieces of materials, you know, milk cartons and straws and you name it.  But he did a direct interaction with the public.  He did demonstrations, we went to schools, he tried these things out.  And consequently he got the idea that, well, this is the direction we want to go.  These are the materials we want to use.  And he did quite understand that when you transfer what you can use with a school group and a limited number of people while you’re standing there directing them to do the activity and helping them along is not how things work when you have an exhibit that’s going to be out with 400,000 people a year interacting with it.  And I kept trying to convince Bernie – and this is where the brokers came in – that “I can’t use your milk carton, Bernie.  It’s not going to hold up.”  And a lot of times he just kept saying, “Well, why can’t you use the milk carton?  Make the milk carton stronger or something.”  And fortunately, virtually all the time we were able to work it out.  And I think one compromise we reached was that finally we’d use the heavier-duty materials in the exhibit, then we would do a display case of his lighter materials, you know, the paper cups, the straws, the milk cartons, were in a display case made up as the pieces that would be the demonstration pieces.  And with graphics saying, “Hey, you can go home and you see what we’ve got here with the water wheel?  Well, you can go home and take your milk carton, cut it up into this, take your two paper plates, and this is what it should look like.”  So that was kind of a compromise.  And I’m not sure if Bernie was entirely satisfied with that, you can ask him.  But we sort of went in that direction.  We were able to keep the more solid pieces.  The one exception, of course, was the Tops exhibit where we had mixers, you know, the handheld, homestyle mixers that would active the top to get it to spin.  And try as I might, we even rigged up a couple of mechanisms that were foolproof that you just dropped a lid and it would spin, but it didn’t look at all like a homemade mixer.  So we went ahead, I don’t know how many hundreds of mixers we bought over the time that the exhibit was running.  Because it was a traveling exhibit, too, so it was one of these things where it’s not like the thing breaks, it’s not like it’s right there and you just pop in a new mixer.  We had to make I don’t know how many dozens of spares that we kept sending out.  Because a real mixer would only last for a couple of weeks.  But, yeah, we went with it.  But essentially that was our relationship.  It was never adversary.  We were both looking for the same goal.  And I believe it was seven traveling [inaudible] exhibits that we did.  I think they were all hits.  Everybody liked them.  And they traveled way beyond their life expectancy.  If fact, if you look at it, the Raceways exhibits that’s there now, after all these years, is just a slightly modified version of the traveling exhibit.  A lot of the traveling components are actually in that exhibit.  Now, that’s going to change.  For the new Science Playground we’re going to be redoing that almost entirely.  But you know, they last.  They were quite successful.

[END OF VIDEOTAPE 1]

[BEGINNING OF AUDIOTAPE 2]

MIKE:  What I wanted to do is recapture that moment when you arrived and you thought, “Why go to work at a children’s museum?”  And then looking back on that, what you felt about that.  Talk about that.

It’s like I say, we have the environment of, it wasn’t really play, but it’s like open creativity.  And you have a limited budget, but you work towards the budget.  And we didn’t try to make things flashy.  We didn’t want to make the public go “Aww,” when they walked in, “this is fabulous.”  It’s like, what are they doing with the stuff?  And you know, it was primitive materials and they worked and they held up.  And it was very interesting.  We never did the same thing twice.  In fact, I think one of the reasons I’m still here is because all these years I’ve never really had to design the same thing twice.  Something’s always new.  There’s always a new challenge.  And I think that’s the thing I realized.  I said, “Boy, this is going to be challenging work, and it’s going to be fun.  And it’s for a good cause.  I’m teaching children.  I’m not an official teacher, but the stuff I put out there is educational and people having a good time with it.”  And I said, “Hey, this is not a bad thing to be doing.”  So I stuck with it.  And of course over the years it’s become more stratified, more formal, and now it’s like I have to come up with a budget and I’ve got to stick to the budget and I’ve got to make things look beautiful.  And a lot of times I’m not even the designer of the thing, I’m just the person that gets it built.  And so that’s not so much fun anymore.  But times change and you’ve got to go with the times.

MIKE:  So looking back on what you accomplished and everything else, what do you think about your work?

Like I say, I can say that I don’t know how many millions of people have played with my work and touched my work, and not too many people can say that in this world.  So, yeah, it’s been very gratifying.  And you don’t get into the museum business for the money, that’s for sure.  But you can make ends meet and like I say, it’s a satisfying job.

MIKE:  We were working on Port Discovery in Baltimore.  And the designers were a team from Disney, of all places.

Oh, I know, I heard.  I’ve been there.  A couple of our traveling exhibits have been in there.

MIKE:  But those poor guys, who are working as the conceptual level maybe of developers, and some of the designers, were in those jobs out in California for maybe a decade and never got to actually get something into the public’s hand in all that time.  Because the stuff that was put aside and never realized, never funded, it was much more than the actual [inaudible].

Well, I think Port Discovery is a classic example of where the entertainment industry is trying to become educational.  And I mean, it’s not a bad place.  It’s got some interesting exhibits in it.  But it’s not designed for traveling exhibits whatsoever.  And as far as I can tell, some of their galleries are totally inefficient for what they’re trying to do.  And again, it’s where the entertainment industry tries – and of course you mentioned Disney as being some of the developers and designers – they come at it with a totally different direction.  It’s the look.  It’s the look and it’s the quick splash feel thing, the rollercoaster ride that matters.  And you can go out of there and “Oh, that was kind of fun”, but they haven’t learned anything.  And they’ve got the huge atrium and they could have split that thing in half and had twice the exhibit space.  But the people don’t look at it that way.

MIKE:  Yeah.  It was built for that entertainment complex.  It was a series of restaurants and clubs, afterhours clubs and stuff like that.  So it all follows the original design of the space when they went bankrupt.  

Well, I think a lot of places, though, are going at it in that direction right from day one, and trying to go for the mass appeal.  You’ve got to make everybody happy, and it’s got to be entertaining.  And people are supposed to get their money’s worth.

MIKE:  Have you ever gone to, it’s fairly new, to [Paige Silver’s] museum just west of...?

No.  No.  I get to see a lot of floor plans for a lot of places because of our traveling exhibits, but I’m usually too busy to go out to these things.

MIKE:  That’s closer to the way we were in Jamaica Plain.  

I’m sure there are institutions that still sort of follow the original plan that we sort of followed.  But they’re few and far between, I think, and from what I’ve seen of all the new construction, there are a few places that are....  I think Chattanooga’s pretty interesting.  And they’ve got a dedicated traveling exhibits gallery in which they try to get the high ceilings and make it as accessible as possible for whatever may be coming in.  And they’ve got some really playful things.  They’ve got climbers that you go up into the roof and things like that.  And they don’t have an IMAX theater, which I guess is the magic ingredient now for anyone to make money.

MIKE:  And actually, they don’t pay.

I guess, but it seems like both the Museum of Science and the Aquarium decided they needed one.

MIKE:  We got almost, there were a couple of people on the board who got it in their heads that we ought to – this was before the Aquarium did they IMAX.  They talked the IMAX people into being Museum Wharf being a site for the next IMAX.  Thank god it never happened.

Yeah.  Well, I’m actually surprised that we got rid of the McDonald’s.  And now it’s going to be, I guess it’s an Au Bon Pain.  But that to me is surprising, because McDonald’s controls half of the planet now.  And that McDonald’s corporate allowed them to lose that site, which is a gold mine, because there’s no children’s restaurants, basically, in the neighborhood.  There’s a lot of adult restaurants now, but nothing that really caters to children.  The fact that McDonald’s let that site go, that’s amazing to me.  I just don’t understand what happened there, but that was a sugar plum.

Well, actually, I do have another comment.  You know, talking about not having what we called the What’s New space, and we’ve come close to that over here at Congress Street.  But what’s it’s always come down to is that you cannot get funding for something that’s not a specific exhibit, that’s not directed towards a very specific goal.  And that’s the sad thing about exhibits these days is that you really can’t develop an exhibit without the funding already being in place for the total package.  It’s now become a total package deal.  And the idea that you can experiment, even if it’s just on a very low-key basis with very simple materials, that just doesn’t fly in this world anymore.  It doesn’t fly with the board.  I think we’ve tried to propose this over the years and the board just comes back, “We can’t get the money for it.  There’s just no way of getting funding for experimentation.”  I don’t know if the Exploratorium is stall able to do what they did in the past, but I don’t know what their secret is if they’re doing it.  But it certainly hasn’t happened here.  And it’s really sad, I think, because I think a lot good ideas....  You know, even an Artist in Residence – in fact, Bernie, in a sense, was an artist in residence.  He would set up in his own space and he would just experiment, tinker, come up with the new ideas.  And that just slowly disappeared and I don’t see it coming back any time soon.  Sadly.

MIKE:  I think if the museum, whatever, wherever the deciding places were – and I have deliberately not tried to track how decisions are made and that kind of thing since I left – there would be a way to fund it, if they thought was [inaudible].

Well, you’ve really got to push for it.  You’ve got to come up with a concept that’s going to sell, essentially.  And you may not be able to present it exactly in the way you think you’re going to use it in the end, but it’s got to be a saleable package, and nowadays it’s almost a given that you’re going to have to have some kind of corporate input because the government has basically given up on us.

MIKE:  NSF is still there.  There’s a lot of money from NSF.

But for some reason we haven’t been able to get it the last decade or so.  Not that we haven’t tried.

MIKE:  One of the things we conceived but couldn’t figure out how to fund it because we were completely wrapped up in the business of the move and all those kinds of things for a long time, and then getting to deal with the loss of MOT and we were in the real estate business for a couple of years there, one of the things that several museums have talked about is having an endowment for essentially without having anything yet to conceive of ahead of time.  In other words, you start as a, you could easily be an artist in resident under that plan, and then your [inaudible] budget would be to mess around with it for a while.  And then if you the only place where you had to get additional money is after you found a nugget of something that you thought would really work, then you could get it built or something like that.  But that was the idea.

Well, it would be nice to have something like that.  But it doesn’t look like it’s going to happen any time soon.  Especially now, we’re going through essentially a whole big expansion, and it’s going to take them a long time to pay off the bill for that.  So we’re cranking out exhibits like crazy for the big opening, but after that I don’t know.  I think we have a couple of new traveling exhibits in the pipeline.  But as far as a built-in exhibit in the museum or any kind of experimentation, I don’t see it happening.

MIKE:  Talk about your formal training in engineering and that kind of thing and that gave you a shot at that job in California.

Well, it was basically aerospace engineering.  And I wasn’t really a rocket scientist.  I was a rocket engineer.  People keep calling me a rocket scientist, but that’s a whole different ballgame.  And to be honest with you, I don’t think the – it was a funny mix, because I was also a carpenter.  So I had this mix of formal technical training and this hands-on capability.  And I sort of just combined the two together.  And that, I think, enabled me to do what I did for the museum over the years.  I don’t think the engineering really helped as much as people would imagine.  It helped in the water exhibits for calculating what size pump you need to run things and how much electricity you need to run certain things.  But back then computer were nonexistent so that didn’t help me any as far as when we got into computers in exhibits.  And I had virtually no audiovisual experience, so that didn’t really help any.  But it helped somewhat.  But I think it’s not as much as people would think.  It wasn’t a direct translation.  It was just sort of a slow combination of knowing a few technical things, knowing things that were “this is definitely not going to work” and trying to slowing use your technical expertise to piece things together.  A little bit of carpentry, a little bit of engineering, that sort of thing.  So that was basically it.

[END OF INTERVIEW]

