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BEN SCHORE STORY A
The Museum as a place to learn from each other

So I can think of so many things that you did that really bound together a group of really disparate people who really did not have any prior experience with museums.  I don’t want to call us incapable or ignorant, but the reality was that as far as museum business is concerned, what did we know?  So we needed you, in a sense, to educate us, #1, and #2, we needed to be educated.  And you did that very, very well.  You did it very thoughtfully, very carefully.  In fact, in many ways I think we kind of educated each other, just back and forth with trying things out. 
And that was at the time that the AAM had the Trustee Committee.  So trustees could join for $100 and you were regular members of the American Association of Museums.  Which was really a very, very, very nice touch.  And it really was terrific.  The Montreal trip was a real eye opener.  Because for the very first time I got to meet the heavy-duty trustees.  [p1]
And suddenly there were, let me call us “junior junior trustees”, were sitting with the heavy-duty heavyweights.  And discussing things.  And learning things.  And I walked away from that and I said, “Wow!” [p2]

Ben Schore Story B

Allowing Failure As a Way of Learning  

And suddenly there was a $25,000 operating loss which must have seemed to us like a $1 million loss.  And I remember I was a newly anointed trustee.  I don’t think I’d been on the board more than a year, if that.  And I got a call from whomever it was, the chairman of the board who lived in Dedham, I remember going to Dedham.  And, “You have to a meeting a So-and-so’s place because we have an operating loss in the shop and we have to face it, we have to talk about it.”  So we all descended there.  And the dialogue between whomever was able to be there, you, and if I’m correct, Jim, was really most interesting, because never were you whipping whomever, Jim – let’s make believe it’s Jim – never were you whipping Jim.  You and the group of us who were there were really trying to find out what was wrong and set Jim up to continue the operation of the shop and learn from his mistake, whatever that mistake was.  And I marveled at that.  Because, you know, in many ways my inclination might well have been at the end of the meeting to say, “Hey, Jim, you know, you’ve got us a million dollar loss here and it’s on my watch, I can’t have it happen again.”  And eliminate from the equation a valuable person from our museum. [p3]

But the other part is the transparency part of that example of the bookstore.  Because not only didn’t you – you didn’t sweep it under the rug, you didn’t try to hide it from the trustees, and you asked for help.  And so you get the feeling as the leader that we’re all in this together.  And people make that mistake with the bankers.  That’s what the Aquarium did.  They wanted to keep it a secret from the bankers.  But you can’t keep it a secret in a public institution any which way you try.  It will leak out later than sooner, but it’s going to leak out.  Then all of the credibility that you have when you are transparent, it’s gone.  Now, I don’t know whether you – it would be interesting to hear when you talk sometime whether this is a natural-born trait of yours or not.  Because I think that you have, my sense is it’s natural.  I don’t think you learned it at Antioch.  But I think it’s a natural-born trait. [p4]
BEN SCHORE STORY A (continues)
The Museum as a place to learn from each other 

So I came to the table with Sue Jackson with a certain amount of a) impatience, because running the three businesses made my day very full…  So Sue, who I always thought was charming, came in every board meeting with some writing of some sort:  poetry, a short story, or whatever.  And she’d open the meeting with that.  And I have to tell you, I was annoyed beyond all words because it only extended the board meeting longer, I got home later, and it just didn’t seem appropriate.  And now I just....  And then, a couple of times after a while, Sue came in and said, “Gee, I’m awfully sorry, I apologize to you guys, I didn’t have an opportunity to write a poem for today’s meeting.”  I was so sad.  I was so sad.  After a while I looked forward to her writing whatever she was going to write and reading it, reciting it.  So that’s a laugh on me.  It’s a lucky thing I never said anything, because I think I would be hanging my head in shame.  But anybody who could read my expression I’m sure knew how annoyed I was. [p13]  

BEN SCHORE STORY A (continued) 
The Museum as a place of shared values 

We were an unlikely crew of people.  In many ways we were castoffs.  And nobody wanted us.  And yet, there was incredibly strength in that group.  And I can only speak for my part, but our friendship is very valuable to me, and I learned an enormous amount.  I have been able, because of what I learned at the Children's Museum, to identify what was wrong with the leadership of the Montshire Museum of Science, what was right with the leadership of the [Hood?] Museum of Art, which is run just the way I would run it, transparent, even though it is a college environment, and to be able to do my small part as vice chair of the board of the Museum Trustees Association.  My role as vice president was the hot topic session, which of course for me was the most fun because I love getting into the thick of it.  But in many ways, I put it this way to you, I was trained here.  And there are an awful lot of other people who were trained here.  Take a look at good stuff, take a look at Elaine Gurian, and take a look at Jim.  And I can’t rattle off all the names.  But we were well trained.  And personally, I have you to thank for that.  It’s held me in good stead.  I did remove myself fairly quickly from the Montshire Museum of Science because I don’t like that form of leadership. I had already asked a friend of mine to join the board, and he did serve his term, as I did.  And I actually served one complete term and then I allowed myself to be removed, but then Kyra and I went to Arizona and I resigned.  But I checked in with my friend and the same feeling was that you either did it David’s way or it really was the highway.  And so I just learned so much from here.  It was great. [p15]
[END OF VIDEOTAPE 1]

[BEGINNING OF VIDEOTAPE 2]

To mine the leadership part, if as a director of a museum you say “it’s my way or the highway”, you’re here to rubber stamp what I want to do, then the board doesn’t take ownership at all in terms of what goes on.  And when you fail, in many ways they take a delight.  Now, that said, I do want to point out that the Montshire Museum of Science is very, very, very successful.  It is an amazing place.  But as I was starting to say, I’ve talked to subsequent trustees, and they all have the same feeling.  So generally speaking, they serve their term and they leave.  Because it’s very, very apparent when you stand up and say “I don’t think you’re right”, that your experience goes to zero.  “And why am I here anyway?”  So maybe we were just plain lucky that you were as transparent as you were.  Because we all felt as if we needed to pitch in and help, and particularly if you want to joke about what you just said, that it was the training, the education of Mike Spock, it wasn’t.  It was a group of people who were good thinkers.  You chose good thinkers.  You know?  When you think of – no sense in naming anybody.  But when you think of that group, they were individually good thinkers.  Jep was a good thinker and I learned a lot from Jeptha.  I like Kyra a lot.  I thought Sue, in her own way, she was very, very, very smart and very good.  But I think without many, if any, exceptions, we were all most interested in learning.  And sometimes after the meetings Jeptha and I would go into a corner and we’d have a little conversation about what went on that we were worried about.  And even after the meeting was over, sometimes I think he would talk to you about what we talked about.  I wasn’t the only one he talked to, but what we talked about I’m sure that I relayed from time to time some things that were talked about.  So we were on a journey together, and I think that’s the key.  Now, if you get a bunch of “dumb” people together – and I’m using that word advisedly in quotes – and a museum director, then I don’t think you could begin to put it together.  I don’t think it would work no matter how hard you tried.  I don’t think you could get it to work.  I think that from what little I knew of Boston, growing up in Boston, I think that it really was in terms of the museum community, I think, ?, ?, that it was really a Boston Brahmin-controlled group… 

And so that there was no discussion that you were not a Forbes.  Or a Cabot or whatever.  I know we had Talley on our board for a while, but the reality is, your objective was never to put in the Boston Brahmins who were acceptable.  And we had a moment’s consternation as a group when you went to The Vault, that we didn’t have enough window dressing.  We didn’t have quite the right group.  And what are they going to think?  And are they going to give us the green light?  And are they going to support us?  And all of that.  And in many ways I think they had gotten used to dealing with just that Boston Brahmin group.  And I think that we certainly didn’t read that way at all.  But [you] were brave – or up against it, I don’t know. [p17] 

Well, you tended to have a lot of entrepreneurial types.  You had an awful lot of independent thinkers.  And typical museum boards [inaudible], but typical boards, entrepreneurs are not necessarily welcomed.  And sometimes they don’t act very nicely… 

So I think we were motley in the sense that we were all, to some degree we were all unvarnished and we were all over the place in terms of, in many ways we were all over the place in how we thought and what we did.  But I think we just all luckily had the native intelligence that is required to – in many ways, we started a museum with you.  The fact that we traded off of Jamaica Plain, I mean, we really started a museum.  And maybe that’s partially a clue that when you start a new business you come in without any, there’s no history behind you to have to follow.  The trustees have done this this way for the last 150 years, and there might possibly be a reason that we were as able to interact and talk and make things....  

There was an awful lot of discussion after board meetings without you in which we were going around ourselves and saying, “Did we consider this?”  “Did we consider that?”  You had people who were so interested in this place that they were willing to continue the meeting after it was over on a one-to-one basis or a one-to-two basis, maybe three of us got together.  Never behind your back in the sense that we were, there was nothing secretive, there was never any of us were thinking of sandbagging you or anything like that, just “How can we do it better?”  “What did we forget?”  “What did we overlook?”  That kind of....  And that’s more, the word is mostly more “disparate” than it is “motley”.  “Motley” implies that we looked like ragamuffins, which we probably did. [p18] 

Well, we were probably united in terms of similar values.  I mean, I hate to use that term [inaudible], but I think we did have similar values.  And honesty has always been a hallmark of mine, and that really translates to transparency.  But there were a lot more similar values.  And I think that’s probably what made it work.  I don’t think it wouldn’t have worked otherwise.  [p17]

