Small museums in Missouri struggle every year to stay open

By Kaylin Burris, Molly Dove and Megan Liz Smith
 
On a Friday afternoon, Executive Director Lori Pratt sits at the desk in her office at the Audrain County Historical Society, staring at papers on her desk. No classes came through the museums today or any day this week. It’s not uncommon for a week to pass like this for Pratt, considering her museums had around 1,000 visitors total last year. 

Missouri is home to many self-funded museums, each trying to raise enough money to survive. Depending on the topic and location of these museums, some must work harder than others.

The Audrain County Historical Society, located in Mexico, Missouri, has three museums: the American Saddlebred Horse Museum, the Graceland Museum and the Fire Brick Museum. 

Pratt said that the museums get funding through three major sources: endowments, fundraisers and grants. Endowments, or willed amounts given by the deceased, are placed into one endowment fund and pulled from annually. According to Pratt, the museums usually draw between $20,000 to $24,000 each year from the fund to meet their $110,000 annual budget.

The fundraisers are where the Audrain County Historical Society gets the majority of its funding. The Walk Back in Time, which is a series of historical reenactments put on by the society each September, usually draws the most money for the museums.

Other fundraisers, such as the annual Christmas dinner at the Graceland Museum and the Miss Missouri family luncheon, also assist in keeping the museums afloat. This year, the Audrain County Historical Society is even implementing a Valentine’s Day dinner to raise extra money.

Pratt said grants are usually distributed in the form of foundations or trusts. This year the society received $46,000 in funding, although $26,000 won’t be used until the spring.

For Pratt, the work that goes into fundraising and getting people to visit the museum is all part of the larger mission of providing a place for the community to come together. Despite having little historical knowledge when she started her job, Pratt said she has come to realize just how unifying history can be.

“I didn’t really enjoy history all that much when I was in school,” Pratt said. “It was all very black and white and plain and in a book to me. When you can come and see history and when you see it unfold right in front of your eyes, it becomes a lot more real, a lot more tactile.”

Bethany Hawkins, the chief of operations for the American Association for State and Local History, said these museums are vital to the community.

“We also find that local history organizations help create a sense of community, and they provide background for new people coming into the area that want to know about the place that they’re living, and often they’re community centers,” Hawkins said.

The Veterinary Museum in Jefferson City, Missouri, has also felt the effects of lack of funding. The entire museum is confined to a one-room area, filled with preserved animals. There is an area where children can feel snake’s skin or the soft fur of a baby bunny. 

Richard Antweiler, executive director of the Missouri Veterinary Medical Association, has overseen the museum for 18 years. From his perspective, maintaining the building space is the hardest part of running the museum.

“The biggest part of running the museum is the real estate,” Antweiler said. “To sustain the office space, of that nature, is expensive, so a lot of the foundation funds go toward just actually keeping the lights on.”

According to Antweiler, the veterinary community in Missouri provides the majority of the museum’s funding. Other fundraisers, such as the Annual Drawing, where participants pay $100 each to enter a $10,000 raffle, help draw money as well. The museum still remains free to visitors.

“We have a lot of non-paying visitors, which is fine, because it’s there to help educate people about the veterinary profession and how to care for their animals and kind of the heritage and tradition of the profession,” Antweiler said.

Hawkins says these museums are important for maintaining a sense of community for smaller towns.

“I just think you lose a sense of community and a sense of what the place you’re living in is,” Hawkins said. “Without a sense of history or community everything becomes cookie-cutter, suburbs and people go to work and they come home and they don’t really know about the place they’re living in.”

Back at the Graceland Museum in Mexico, Lori Pratt emphasizes the personal meaning these historical attractions have for her town, and what it would mean to lose them.

“Each one holds stories and tales that you wouldn’t hear anywhere else,” Pratt said. “You might learn about the Fire Brick Museum because your dad, grandpa or someone worked there. But you would lose so much…That’s what we all try to do, to keep our museums open and we will work harder at it, whatever we need to do.”
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