Omaha Children’s Museum

A History


Omaha Children’s Museum, located in the heart of downtown Omaha, is Omaha’s primary participatory museum, dedicated to engaging the imagination and creating an excitement about learning among children.  The museum, with more than 4,000 member families and 13,000 visitors each month, offers hands-on activities and exhibits, such as the Rainbow Farm, Baker’s Supermarket, Creativity Center, Cox Communications Studio and Charlie Campbell Science and Technology Center, in addition to workshops, fieldtrips and programs.  As one of the country’s largest children’s museums, it is difficult to believe that it began in the back of a station wagon not 30 years ago.


In 1976, Karen Levin saw a need in the Omaha community.  Levin, who had worked previously at the Boston Children’s Museum, knew that art and creativity education was important for children.  Omaha didn’t have a program or museum that was serving that need, so she decided to address by beginning a traveling art program for Omaha-area children and their parents.  Based in the trunk of her own station wagon, she and colleagues Betty Hiller and Jane Ford Hawthorne traveled around Omaha to bring hands-on art experiences to children in a way that the city hadn’t seen before.  Together, they offered about 20 art activities and creative experiences to children at community centers, libraries, schools and malls.  


Sen. Dave Karnes, who later served as board president for the museum, said that the early goal was “to introduce people to the concepts of hands-on educational experiences.”

The first real appearance of the action-packed station wagon was at the 1976 Summer Arts Festival.  Jane Ford Hawthorne was director of Welcome School, a pre-school in Bellevue, and gladly staffed the event with volunteer teachers from the school.  Parents and children flocked to the art programs at local venues, often asking where the next activity would be held, marking it in their date books.  But volunteers were vital to the program’s continuance, and Levin told parents that if they really wanted more activities for their children, then they had to volunteer.  Parents readily agreed to invest their time, and the first volunteer base was created.  


“It was pretty much embraced from the beginning,” said Levin.


The traveling art program was so popular, in fact, that Levin, Hiller, and Hawthorne began to envision a bigger, more permanent home for the museum and programs.  They knew that that would require money, however, and money was something that they didn’t have.  Recognizing the need for a more formal organization, they formed the Children’s Museum Council and began to fundraise.  Susan Buffett, the late wife of billionaire Warren Buffett, was their first investor.  She anonymously gave $25,000 to the council for development of the museum, insisting that Sen. Karnes be involved, on a pro-bono basis, with legal issues.  In 1977, the museum was officially incorporated, and Omaha Children’s Museum moved into its first permanent home in the City/County Connector Building.  


Even from those early days, the museum was a place where children and parents could interact, combining learning and fun into one experience.  Levin still remembers a large, cardboard sculpture that children loved to climb and a pneumatic tube environment made of inflated plastic.  Also present in the early days were art activities and science areas.  Sen. Karnes recalled that there were always fun activities, including face-painting, which is still a favorite at the museum.

“We really worked at having connections to people,” said Ann Goldstein, former board president and volunteer at the museum.


She recalled exhibits about traditional Japanese house exhibit sponsored by the Japanese American Citizens League and an exhibit about Danish daily life.  The Junior League of Omaha was heavily involved, pledging not only money, but volunteer time to the museum.  It also sponsored an exhibit featuring water and movement.  The National Council of Jewish Women sponsored Your Way, My Way: Different Ways of Learning, an exhibit that focused on understanding people who are different.  Children could experience first-hand what it was like to live with a physical handicap by using a wheelchair or typing on a typewriter without their hands.


Yet museum founders continued to look for ways to grow and improve the museum.  Being in the Connector Building had given the museum credibility as a legitimate arts organization.  School groups began to come on field trips, and parents continued to bring their children.  Then, about eight months after moving into the Connector Building, the city had a more pressing need for the space.  It was time for the museum to move on and grow, but the standard had been set.  Levin, who was then executive director of the museum, said that the goal was for the museum to grow, to become stable, and to be self-sustaining. 

“I wanted other people to eat, breathe and sleep the museum like I did and to share ownership in it,” she said.

This kind of growth and dedication became possible with a move to 18th  Street and St. Mary’s Avenue in a surplus Labor Department building.  The museum had not only its first home, but a lease and other financial responsibilities.  A paid, full-time staff was hired, originally from the Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA), a federal job training program.  Volunteers were still critical, though, and local groups like the Junior League continued to provide them.  The move gave the museum much more space, so bigger and more exciting exhibits began to come.  Goldstein recalled exhibits and areas such as an artists’ gallery where children could interact with working artists, the Shadow Room, and a large crafts area with many creative experiences.  The museum had a strong hands-on creative focus, and, for the first time, a stage area with costumes for performances.  Omaha Children’s Museum entered the 1980s with a new building, new exhibits, and a new goal.

“We worked very hard to be an arts organization, a significant organization, a part of the city,” said Goldstein.


Another important development at this time was the creation of the museum’s board of directors, which oversees the museum.  Sen. Karnes and his wife Liz were fundamental in forming the board, tapping civic organizations they were involved in for young people with energy and spirit to bring to the museum.  


“The goal,” said Karnes, “was to make the board the place to be for young, civic-minded professionals and couples.”  


Betty Hiller served as the board’s first president, then Sen. Karnes took over.


The Rainbow Connectors Guild was started, too, in 1981-1982, with Barb Scanlon serving as its first president. The guild, still an active part of the museum, served to fundraise for the museum and began its For The Kids benefit in 1980.  In the 1980s alone, the guild raised more than $100,000 for the museum’s development.  OCM even had a special guest celebrity join the cause.  Henry Winkler attended the benefit in 1989.  


The museum began to reach further into the community during these years, as well.  Every year, Sen. Karnes said, they continued to apply for grants and use contacts to get donations from corporations and individuals.  Sen. Karnes recalled how corporations and other community organizations got involved. Medical and dental societies sponsored exhibits and donated equipment such as a dentist’s chair.  KMTV News station provided a weather map and other communications equipment.  The community was introduced to the museum as more family activities were offered.  

One of the first fundraisers – and friendraisers – was Sundae Sunday, an event that continued for many years.  A large production with many volunteers, the ice-cream social took over 18th Street from Jackson Street to Howard Street and closed part of 20th Street.  The neighborhood was invited to participate in outdoor activities, entertainment and ice cream eating.  The event brought much-needed visibility to the museum.


“It really put us on the map,” said Goldstein.  “It began a lot of good relationships, too, with the police department, the fire department.  It opened a lot of doors.”


The museum’s mission had also changed with the move to 18th and St. Mary’s Avenue.  Although it still hoped to provide hands-on educational experiences for children, there was a renewed focus on inter-generational activities for children from all parts of the Omaha area.  Goldstein said that since downtown belonged to everyone, the museum felt very strongly that it stay there and be a part of that rich diversity.  Workshops were inter-generational, for children and grandchildren, parents and grandparents.  There was a grandparents’ fundraiser, too, where money could be given in a grandchild’s name.  Goldstein still has strong memories of the plaques bearing these names that hung in the museum’s entry.  As the museum grew stronger, the community began to improve, too.  

“It was a wonderful chance for people to volunteer and help their own families,” she said. “It was a real investment in the community.”


  Exhibits such as What’s Growing in Nebraska and Oaxaca Village taught, with hands-on activities, about communities and lifestyles near and far.  In July of 1989, the museum had its first experience with the prehistoric as Dinosaur Encounter opened.  The 14,000-square-foot exhibit featured animated dinosaurs in their natural habitats and drew attention to the museum.  Attendance skyrocketed, with an 82 percent increase from the year before.  However, the exhibit’s size forced the museum to temporarily relocate to the former McFayden/Team One Ford Building at 20th and Howard Streets.  The museum even sent one dinosaur, a baby stegosaurus, to the City/County Building where Douglas County Commissioner Howard Buffett joked about the dino’s annoying, twice-per-minute roar.  With the dynamic attendance increase and success of the large exhibit – almost 114,000 people came during its run– it seemed that it was time, once again, for the museum to relocate and grow.  


Omaha Children’s Museum began the 1990s with a plan to create a new permanent home, a new executive director, and a new capital campaign.  In March, Elizabeth T. “Betsy” Brownrigg was named executive director of the museum.  In April, the Peter Kiewit Foundation awarded the museum with a $1.725 million challenge grant; OCM could keep the grant money if it raised $2.7 million by the end of 1992, $900,000 of which was to come from individual donors of 50 years or younger – donors who were likely to have and bring their own children to the museum.  To start the fundraising, the dinosaurs returned in Dinosaurs and More! in July.  In October, the museum got a head start as Neely and Mary Kountze and Richard and Kathleen Jeffries relinquished their equity on the former McFayden Ford/Team One Building and OCM took over the existing mortgage.  Omaha Children’s Museum had a home that would take it into the next century.  

In June 1991, the museum formally began a $4.47 million capital campaign, with Douglas County Commissioner Howard Buffett serving as honorary drive chairman.  The plan was to renovate the 20th and Howard Streets building and start a $1 million endowment.  After renovation, the museum would be able to use all of the available space on the first floor of the museum, not just the two-thirds it had been using.  RDG Wilscam Birge, a local architecture firm, came up with a design for the remodel.  Joe Lang, a partner at RDG and future board president, recalled that there were a lot of changes to be made before the old car dealership could be an attractive, exciting home for the museum.  There were doubts about the location, too, and questions as to whether downtown was the best place for a children’s museum.  In the end, Lang said, it was decided that the area was ideal, as it was close to The Rose Blumkin Performing Arts Center and had a close relationship with the YMCA.  RDG announced the design in the Omaha World-Herald on March 23, 1992.

“New, expanded permanent exhibits will be based on the themes ‘How Omaha Works,’ ‘Our City in the World’ and ‘How We Express Ourselves.’  They will be supplemented with rotating temporary exhibits.”

Also mentioned in the plans were a performance space and four exhibit rooms that opened into a common area.  Lang and others made several trips to other children’s museums, including the Brooklyn Children’s Museum, Boston Children’s Museum and Manhattan Children’s Museum.  The concepts they liked best, including educational components, a birthday room and a performance gallery still exist in the museum.

Even through the planning and renovation processes, the museum continued to offer exciting exhibits and activities for children, including Soviet Views Through the Eyes of Children, Dinamation’s Real Sea Monsters – Dinosaurs of the Deep and Where’s Waldo, which featured 14 three-foot by four-foot pages from the popular books by Martin Handford.

OCM also looked toward the future of exhibits, hiring Edwin Schlossberg Inc. create a master plan for exhibits in the renovated space.  


The community continued to foster support for the museum, too.  An invitation-only golf tournament in September of 1992 raised about $150,000 for the museum.  Omaha Golf Day, which would later turn into the Omaha Classic, was hosted by Warren Buffett, who was named the richest American by Forbes magazine the next month.  Buffett continued to support OCM through the golf tournament until 2001.

Once renovations were completed, OCM began to expand and renew the museum almost immediately.  Late in 1994, plans for the Charlie Campbell Science and Technology Center were announced.  The center was funded through the Charles Campbell Family Foundation, named for the vice chairman of Peter Kiewit Sons’ Inc. who had died a few months before.  Campbell had also served as OCM’s board president and had a vision for a science center at the museum.  The center would bring a distinctly science focus to the museum that had, until that time, concentrated more on arts and creativity. The center required much research and planning and almost a year to complete, but other exhibits came during that time, including It’s News to Me! from the Staten Island Children’s Museum and The Youngest Patriots: The Role of Children in World War II, which featured a 1940s main street.  Local corporations continued to be involved with the museum, with Shopko, WOW Radio, and Cox Cable Omaha sponsoring free admission on three Terrific Tuesdays during the summer.  In August 1995, the Charlie Campbell Science and Technology Center officially opened.  The 5,000-square-foot center was divided into five areas: optics, sound, electricity and magnetism, color, light and images, and forces.  It was an instant hit, popular with children and adults, alike.  

Pam Dauner, a teacher at Trumble Park Elementary School in Papillion, told the Omaha World-Herald, “It’s a great tool for anyone learning or teaching science.” 

As the museum was growing and developing inside, outside, the 20th Street neighborhood began to grow and develop, too.  With the opening of The Rose Blumkin Performing Arts Center, talks began with OCM and the YMCA of collaborative efforts in the community.  OCM had finally reached its goal status in the community as a viable, significant arts organization, and its contributions were being noticed in the papers and in the community.

Funds continued to come in from groups such as United Arts Omaha and Douglas County’s Visitors Improvement Fund.  The For The Kids benefits raised $85,000 in 1995 and $70,000 in 1996. Exhibits such as Comic Strip Classics and The Giant Who Swallowed the Moon: Indonesian Children’s Art from Java and Bali poured in, as did patrons.  1996, in itself, brought a reason to celebrate – Omaha Children’s Museum’s 20th birthday.  There was a Sundae Sunday celebration, attended by Gov. Ben Nelson and Mayor Hal Daub, that served as the kickoff for a year’s worth of activities.  The successes continued the following year with the 20th Birthday Party For The Kids benefit raising $110,000 and the Omaha Classic bringing in $800,000.  Executive director Betsy Brownrigg left the museum after eight years of service, so the search for a new director began.  1998 brought $140,000 from the For The Kids benefit to complete the Toddler Farm, a science exhibit based on The Wizard of Oz, The Science of Oz, and a nod from Omaha World-Herald columnist Rainbow Rowell, who reported on the Children’s Advisory Board, a group of children selected to help the museum “broaden its appeal.”  
Continuing its commitment to child-focused, educational experiences, OCM opened giant, entryway aquariums in January 1999 with special guest Jim Fowler, a wildlife expert.  Country singer Naomi Judd attended the For The Kids benefit that year, which raised $150,000 to complete the renovation of the Creativity Center.  Most exciting, however, was the first visit of “Mister Roger’s Neighborhood – A Hands-on Exhibit.”  Then it was time for Omaha Children’s Museum to step into the 21st century.

The year 2000 brought significant changes to the museum, preparing it for a bright future.  The 21st annual For The Kids benefit raised $175,000, and the Baker’s Supermarket, still a favorite, opened.  The museum continued to be acknowledged as a significant organization, one contributing to the arts community of Omaha and the revitalization of the 20th Street neighborhood.  August brought the opening of the music area in the Creativity Center.  Most importantly, the museum gained a new executive director, Rudyard “Rudy” Cooper, whose actions brought the struggling museum back to life with record attendance.  New paint and a gumball mural revitalized the entryway, and a new passion for attracting families revitalized the museum’s mission.  

“He wants the museum to be a fun learning center for the entire family,” reported the Omaha World-Herald in September. “And he wants to welcome and reach out to people of all ages, faiths, backgrounds and ethnicities. ‘We have so much potential,’ he said.”

And the community noticed.  An editorial praised Cooper’s work and credited the museum for attracting young families to Omaha.  Attendance records were shattered, and the museum was again credited for helping to revitalize downtown Omaha.  

2001 brought big events, as well, with a record $205,000 raised at the For The Kids benefit, a Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History exhibit on bugs, and the last Omaha Classic, benefiting OCM, Boys and Girls Clubs of Omaha, Omaha Theater Company for Young People and Girls Inc.  OCM was considering re-modeling, again, and received building permits in October and November for interior work.  Rudy Cooper resigned in December, however, and the board was charged with searching for a director, once again. 

Six months later, Lindy Hoyer, who was director of operations at the Lincoln Children’s Museum, was named executive director.  On June 23, 2002, Hoyer and the OCM staff gave the public a chance to meet the new director and see the newly-renovated second floor space which was already set to hold two major traveling exhibits.  In December, the second floor opened officially with the exhibit Grossology: The (Impolite) Science of the Human Body, to much acclaim.  

The success continued, and in February 2003, the new SuperGravitron was unveiled in the Charlie Campbell Science and Technology Center.  STARLAB, a portable planetarium, arrived, and the museum began staying open on Thursdays until 8 p.m. to accommodate families.  Theme Park: The Art and Science of Universal Studios Islands of Adventure came to the second floor after Grossology, followed by the return of Mister Roger’s Neighborhood – A Hands-On Exhibit.  The year’s For The Kids benefit raised $220,000, with $33,000 coming from the oral auction’s hand-crafted benches.

In 2004, the museum went back to its prehistoric roots, bringing T-Rex: King of the Dinosaurs in January.  The first floor underwent major renovations, so the entry way was refreshed, again.  The For The Kids benefit, a May Day theme, raised $260,000.  On May 15, Titanic: The Artifact Exhibit opened on the second floor, attracting visitors of all ages from Omaha, from Nebraska, and from surrounding states.  A master plan for exhibits and programs has the museum’s future looking bright.

Ann Goldstein recognizes that the museum’s goal to be a significant arts organization and part of the community has been recognized.

“It is very much valued as such,” she said.

“It is an extraordinary asset to the community,” said Senator Dave Karnes.

Through the past years, Omaha Children’s Museum has grown into a place where children and parents, alike, can find learning and fun wrapped up in one.

One wonders if Karen Levin ever thought that her traveling art exhibit would become such a valuable piece of the Omaha community, not to mention one of the largest children’s museums in the country.  

“I knew if I could keep it going long enough…once there was a legacy, it was here to stay,” she said.  “I don’t think it’s ever in danger of folding. As long as the philosophy stays the same, the quality remains high, and as long as people want opportunities for their children and families.”
The museum will continue to serve children and their families with learning and fun, wrapped up in one.
NOTES:

· Other guides (staff size, attendance, membership, etc.) would be helpful for guides (in addition to FTK benefit records)

· Perhaps look for someone who can speak from a more personal perspective about the 1990s, to add more of a story than a report
