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A cultural renaissance in museums and 

collections at the University of Oklahoma 
 

Michael A. Mares 

“A Perilous but Ultimately Successful Journey in Tornado Alley from Indian Territory 

through the Dust Bowl and the Severe Storms of Bureaucratic Animosity” 

Abstract 
The Sam Noble Museum of the University of Oklahoma has made an extraordinary journey 
that began shortly after the historically unique Oklahoma Land Runs of the late nineteenth 
century. During this long history it has functioned under various names as the state’s natural 
history museum and its collections have grown continuously, even when its facilities were 
among the most atrocious in the country. The museum weathered the Dust Bowl days of the 
Great Depression, which were especially pronounced in Oklahoma. By the 1980s, various 
attempts at obtaining funds for a new facility had failed over the decades for reasons ranging 
from economic downturns such as the Depression, to socioeconomic factors associated with 
the end of World War II, and the ever changing whims of university presidents. The museum 
buildings were a ragtag lot of castaway structures (barns, stables, wooden barracks) that were 
ill equipped to protect the extensive and priceless collections (10 million objects and 
specimens) against the terrible weather that characterizes Oklahoma in the heart of Tornado 
Alley. Finally, in the mid-1980s a successful drive for a new museum building with adequate 
staffing and funding for the facility was undertaken. It took 17 years to complete the project 
that involved private donors, strong support by the general public, strong support by 
Oklahoma’s legislature, support by the City of Norman, and total dedication of the staff and 
volunteers, as well as, eventually, the university administration. From those unpromising 
beginnings and through the years when catastrophic loss was risked each day, the museum 
that emerged at the start of the 21st century was one of the finest university museums in the 
world. As testament to the progress that had been made by the museum, it won a National 
Heritage Preservation Award (shared with the National Archives that saved the Declaration 
of Independence and the U.S. Constitution), the U.S. National Medal for Museums (the only 
Oklahoma museum to win this prestigious award), and was selected for the Club of Excellence 
by the European Heritage Association (the only Oklahoma museum ever selected). These 
national and international distinctions were a fitting recognition of the difficult challenges 
that had been overcome over the museum’s history.  

Keywords: University museums 

Since its founding in 1890, the University of Oklahoma has developed some of the finest 

natural history, cultural, and library collections in the Midwest and the largest in Oklahoma. 

Some of these collections are global in scope and importance. Collections represent several 

areas of scholarship. For example, the Carl Albert Center Congressional Archives contains 
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official papers of 60 former congressional members, including former Speaker of the U.S. 

House of Representatives, Carl Albert.1 The Western History Collections, a part of the 

University of Oklahoma libraries, is one of the premier document and photographic archives 

on the history of the American West.2 The Charles Russell Center for the Study of Art of the 

American West contains photographic and other archives on major Western artists.3 Three 

other world-class collections at the university now have facilities that are state-of the-art and 

each developed their buildings after long struggles over many decades. In the 1980s, a new 

library addition provided housing for what is one of the world’s finest History of Science 

collections.4 In 2000, the Sam Noble Oklahoma Museum of Natural History, which had been 

on campus for more than 100 years, opened in a new facility for the study, exhibit, and 

preservation of 10 million items of natural and cultural history.5 In 2006, and again in 2013, 

major new wings of the Fred Jones Jr. Museum of Art opened, expanding the older museum 

building significantly and making beautiful galleries available to display art from throughout 

the world.6 

Oklahoma is one of the poorest states economically speaking (generally hovering in the 

lowest decile of the 50 states).7 Nonetheless, the state’s flagship university, the University of 

Oklahoma, often spurred on by strong directors of these various museums and collections, by 

major donors, or by culturally or scientifically oriented university presidents, managed to 

preserve its collections despite experiencing long periods of very challenging economic times 

during which major collections were housed in substandard facilities. This article will focus on 

the Sam Noble Museum and its remarkable development over the last 25 years. Given its 

extraordinary success in preserving and developing its collections, the University of Oklahoma 

can serve as a model for those institutions in other states, or even in other countries, that are 

finding it difficult to provide adequate support for their museums, libraries, and collections. 

Many collections are said to have developed by accident, and to a certain extent this is true, 

but many universities have supported the development and programs of their collections to 

the benefit of the larger institution.8 

The difference between success and failure for a museum or collection often turns on a thin 

sliver of serendipity. Sometimes having a few key people whose passion for the collections 

and belief that collections are integral parts of university life, as well as being major 

contributors to research, education, and social good, results in an unyielding drive to succeed 
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in the face of adversity. The University of Oklahoma entered the 21st Century with its 

museums and collections in outstanding condition. How this happened after a century of dire 

threats to many of the collections and numerous abortive attempts to build museums is a 

story of unyielding tenacity, complete institutional loyalty, and undying belief in a righteous 

cause, as well as the actions of a few key personalities who were in place at critical moments 

of an institution’s history.  

A geological cabinet, museum, apparatus and library 

Universities are often poor keepers of material heritage since almost all endeavors of 

America’s higher education system are oriented toward purely academic functions, especially 

undergraduate and graduate teaching and research. This has become more pronounced over 

the last few decades as externally funded grants and contracts have become increasingly 

important to university administrators seeking the overhead money that accompanies such 

funds. State budgets are being reduced because of the general economic downturn and the 

increasing unwillingness of state legislators to invest in higher education (e.g., the University 

of Oklahoma received 38% of its budget from the state in 1980; in 2013 state support was 

only 17%).9 Administrators see grant and contract funds as a source of money for 

infrastructure and program development.  

There are more than 4,500 colleges and universities in the United States10, almost all of which 

maintain collections, many with dozens of collections scattered across campus. Numerous 

activities of scholars, students, donors, alumni, administrators, and even politicians result in 

collections of specimens, artifacts, artwork, cultural objects, archives, and other items being 

developed, accepted, and stored on campuses across the nation.  

These collections may have existed for decades without the awareness of most 

administrators, who may fill administrative positions having high turnover rates and thus may 

have little or no knowledge of collections that lie within their administrative sphere. Such 

collections may have been accepted and maintained by people who knew little or nothing 

about modern museum and collection management techniques and operations. They may be 

unaware of the moral, ethical, and financial costs associated with a long-term commitment 

to collection care by academic departments or by the institution as a whole. Moreover, the 

founders of the collections may be dead or retired, with the collections demanding care and 

support long after they are gone. The university and its administrators may be ignorant of the 
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value of the collections—whether monetary, scientific, or cultural value is considered. 

Frequently, the collections are the greatest treasure owned by the university.  

Oklahoma’s natural history museum appeared early in Oklahoma’s history. Oklahoma’s 

western lands had been offered mainly to European settlers in events that were unique in 

human history, the Oklahoma Land Runs. People lined up on horseback or in wagons and at 

the roaring of a cannon raced into the unclaimed territory to stake their claims to land that 

would serve as farms or rangeland. Towns, such as Norman, were founded in a single day. 

The first land run occurred in April 1889 and by 1895, when the last land run occurred, more 

than 800,000 ha had been apportioned to mainly white settlers. With Indian Territory in the 

eastern part of what would become the state of Oklahoma, and with the western Oklahoma 

Territory now settled, towns, cities, and even universities were quickly established.11 (Fig. 1) 

The University of Oklahoma was founded in 1890 after the first Land Run. By the end of the 

century, the legislature was interested in establishing a museum at the Territorial University.  

In 1899, the Territorial Legislature passed a law establishing the position of Territorial 

Geologist. The legislation dealt with the collections that would be amassed as a result of the 

activities of the geologist.12 The law described a department of Geology and Natural History 

to begin the scientific survey of the Territory of Oklahoma, and mandated the discovery and 

development of natural resources, including flora, fauna, and minerals.  

 

Fig. 1. Oklahoma’s first Land Run, 18 April 1889. (Historic photo) 
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The geologist would be the “curator of the geological cabinet, museum, apparatus and library, 

and shall, from time to time, as may be practicable, add thereto specimens of minerals, 

organic remains and other objects of natural history peculiar to this Territory and other states 

and countries.”13 Later in the bill, archeological collections were included in the materials that 

needed to be amassed and studied. With remarkable foresight, this legislature in this raw 

territory had mandated a museum that not only concentrated on Oklahoma’s natural and 

cultural history, but one that would be global in scope. They went on to say: “The office of 

the Territorial Geologist shall be in such room as may be assigned for that purpose in the 

Territorial University by the president of said University; and he shall keep such office and the 

Territorial museum open during the usual business hours of other offices of the Territory, 

when not engaged in the field or other work requiring his absence therefrom.”14 The bill noted 

that these efforts were to “promote science and aid in the diffusion of knowledge.”  

As in most universities at the founding of their museums, the collections that began as small 

sets of specimens or items on a shelf in a professor’s office, or that were displayed in a case 

in a laboratory or hallway, subsequently grew. Collection expansion occurred without a 

development plan to deal with the ever-increasing costs associated with storage costs, 

staffing, operations, and maintenance. Indeed, at the founding of most collections, the 

continuing and growing cost of collection development seldom appears to have been 

considered by either the collectors or the institutions. The collections in Oklahoma were to 

be placed in a room that would be assigned by the president somewhere on the campus. 

Since it was to be open to the public, presumably the legislature was thinking along the lines 

of an exhibit museum (as well as a teaching and research collection) that might have an 

outreach component for the people of Oklahoma. Inherent in their legislation is the idea that 

civilization needed museums and other cultural amenities, and Oklahoma was no longer a 

frontier. 

The pattern of collection development at the University of Oklahoma was similar to that 

followed by numerous university and state museums as the young nation developed its 

cultural and scientific infrastructure in new territories and states. Similar stories of museum 

development with financial and other challenges over time characterize the early natural 

history museums in Kansas, Nebraska, New Mexico, Texas, and other states.15 
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Fig. 2. May 3, 1999 tornado in central Oklahoma that eventually was rated EF5 and was the most 
powerful tornado ever recorded on earth. (Photo by Daphne La Due) 

 

A tough neighborhood 

Oklahoma is a land of many natural challenges. In particular, the University of Oklahoma is at 

the heart of what came to be known as Tornado Alley. Because of the geography of the United 

States, with the Rocky Mountains west of Oklahoma, the warm and moist Gulf of Mexico to 

the south, and the prevailing westerly winds, the region came to be characterized by some of 

the most violent storms on earth: tornadoes, whose whirling and devastating winds exceed 

500 kilometres per hour. Few structures can survive such forces. (Fig. 2) Additionally, the 

region is subjected to significant droughts. In the 1930s, the Dustbowl and Great Depression 

were especially pronounced in Oklahoma. Thousands of Oklahomans emigrated to California 

to escape the heat, dust, and high unemployment that characterized the state during that 

decade (Fig. 3).  
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Fig. 3. Newspaper headlines showing the effects of the Dust Bowl in Oklahoma and the surrounding 

region during the Great Depression of the 1930s. (Historic photo) 

 

Floods, extreme heat, massive ice storms that crush trees and cause electrical outages, high 

straight-line winds exceeding 140 kilometres per hour, hail as large as grapefruits, 

downdrafts, microbursts, thunder snow, derechos, and other unusual phenomena of 

thunderstorms have made Oklahoma an ideal location to study extreme weather events.16 

Indeed, the University of Oklahoma is home to both the National Weather Service and the 

National Severe Storms Laboratory whose tornado chasers are famous throughout the world. 

In recent years, fracking activities related to petroleum extraction have made the state a 

center for earthquake activity, with earthquakes of 3.0 magnitude or larger becoming 600 

times more frequent in the last several years (there were 567 such earthquakes in 2014).17 

The challenges of building a museum 

As the university’s collections grew in the early 20th century, several attempts were made to 

build a museum facility to house the collections and exhibit the material. One near success 

occurred in the early 1920s when the university president funded a collecting trip to Alaska 

and northwestern Canada to bring back specimens of the North American megafauna (grizzly 

bears, caribou, mountain goats, etc.) that would excite Oklahomans and their legislators to 

provide funds for a new museum. Those specimens are still part of the museum’s collection, 
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but the governor and university president had a falling out over political party differences. 

The governor then vetoed the funding bill that would have resulted in the construction of a 

new museum. The president left the university and the governor was shortly thereafter 

impeached. No museum was built. 

As Oklahoma entered the Great Depression (John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath was written 

about the Dust Bowl and its impact on Oklahomans during the Depression), unemployment 

in the state soared. President Franklin Roosevelt’s Works Progress Administration sought to 

employ people who had lost their jobs. Laborers were assigned to faculty members who had 

large projects to employ people. About 50 workers were assigned to the museum’s 

paleontologist, Dr. J. Willis Stovall. Using the workers to dig for dinosaurs in Oklahoma, he 

found a large number of specimens that included uniquely important dinosaurs and many 

fossil mammals as well. These specimens suddenly brought the vertebrate fossil collection to 

prominence, and demanded more storage space. 

During this same period archeologists from the university were also given large teams of 

laborers to excavate extensive burial mounds in eastern Oklahoma that dated back more than 

a thousand years. Their efforts to discover the Spiro people (the mounds are located near the 

town of Spiro) and their extensive burial goods and human remains formed the foundation of 

the museum’s archeology collection. The Spiro Mounds are the pinnacle of pre-Columbian 

archeological material in North America.18 

Stovall developed a plan to bring all of the university’s collections under a single museum 

umbrella, and in the late 1930s he was named director of this museum, which was physically 

scattered among many departments and colleges. Although Stovall made repeated attempts 

to obtain funds to build a new museum, he was unable to do so. When he died, his lasting 

contribution, beyond the vertebrate fossil collection, was having pulled most collections into 

a single administrative unit with a few old buildings housing most of the collections and 

offering a small space for exhibits (370 m2). 

With Stovall’s passing in 1952, numerous directors tried to attract university and private 

money to support the construction of a new museum building. These directors were gifted 

scientists and administrators, but were never able to succeed in their quest for a modern 

museum building. Indeed, after failing to find support for a new museum building, several left 

to assume other museum directorships where they were highly successful in developing 
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museums and programs that are their legacy today. At the end of the 1970s, the collections 

were scattered in 10 different substandard buildings: one was a horse stable, one a wooden 

barn for storing caissons, two were wooden barracks built in WWII, and the others were attics 

and basements in classroom buildings. The main museum building, which was constructed in 

the early 1930s as an armory for the Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC), served as the 

exhibits building. After Stovall’s death, the museum was renamed the Stovall Museum of 

Science and History. 

The drive for a new building 

This was the situation when I became director in 1983 (I came to the museum as curator of 

mammals in 1981). The museum staff was only seven people and I was the only paid PhD level 

curator. Stovall’s old buildings had deteriorated in the preceding three decades.  During rains, 

not only the roofs leaked, but the walls and floors leaked as well. The abandoned horse barn 

contained the state’s ethnology collection, including 1,000 rare baskets dating back to 

Territorial days. These were stored in a dark hallway lacking climate control. The baskets had 

to be kept covered with plastic sheeting to protect them from the dripping roof and walls 

during storms, but then they would have to be opened after the rains to reduce the chances 

of mold destroying the baskets.18 The museum contained at least five million specimens and 

artifacts. This was the number I used during the drive for a new facility; after we moved into 

the new building and actually counted items, it turned out we had more than 10 million 

specimens and objects!  

The storage conditions of the Stovall Museum were the worst that I had seen at any university 

and, in fact, were worse than any museum I had visited in my travels throughout the world. 

This was the greatest treasure of the state of Oklahoma from many standpoints. It was the 

state’s scientific and cultural heritage. How could this have happened? (Fig. 4) 
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Fig. 4. The horse stable that functioned as museum storage for more than one million objects, 
including rare treasures of Oklahoma’s past. (Sam Noble Museum archival photo) 

 

Universities as keepers of heritage 

The University of Oklahoma had had several presidents that were appreciative of the museum 

and its collections, but several were not. The longest serving president, Dr. George Lynn Cross, 

had even been curator of botany in the museum’s collection. However, the pressures on 

administrators in the early decades of the developing university involved building 

dormitories, classrooms, football stadiums, and other buildings related to education or 

student life. A museum hidden away in dilapidated buildings with a tiny staff was hardly the 

kind of eye-catching project to attract attention from administrators or donors. 

In the latter half of the 20th Century as American universities changed from hiring home grown 

faculty members as president—people of serious academic accomplishments, institutional 

loyalty, and familiarity with the institution—to hiring generalized managers with often 

dubious scholarly credentials who could manage any institution and who were highly mobile 

and always seeking new opportunities, the panorama for museums became much less 

positive. Museums are all about regional, state, and institutional heritage. If someone does 

not understand or appreciate that heritage, then why support a museum hidden away within 

the university structure? 
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A number of points that could be applied to many university museums characterized the 

museum at the University of Oklahoma. From the point of view of presidents, provosts, and 

deans, the needs of collections seemed too challenging to receive a significant part of the 

university’s budget and too problematic about the possible return on such an investment.  

From speaking to scores of administrators across the country, most believe that collections: 

 Use up valuable space that more lucrative programs could fill 

 Require staff members to care for them 

 Require an increase in operating funds 

 Have embarrassing facilities  

 Bring in little money for their operations or research 

 Always need a new facility 

 Lack a powerful constituency 

 Attract few visitors 

 Do little for the university or the public  

 Seem to be massive agglomerations of junk 

In most cases it is hard to argue against this administrative view. Most collections are guilty 

as charged, and certainly the Stovall Museum fit that description in 1983. By the 1980s, 

administrations in U.S. higher education were having state budgets reduced by legislators. 

There was an anti-education move that began in the administration of Ronald Reagan and has 

only increased to the present day. General reductions to university budgets at the state level 

characterized most of the country.19 The difference in state allocation was made up through 

increased tuition rates charged to students, reductions in spending, few salary increases for 

faculty or staff, and increased reliance on fundraising and research grants and contracts. 

There was thus great pressure on deans and departments to make money with a department 

or campus organization, such as a museum. Fields other than natural or cultural history were 

in ascendancy with strong funding sources at the national level, whether microbiology, 

biochemistry, physics, chemistry or genetics. All were very fundable and none was associated 

with collections.  

A move toward a new museum had failed about every decade or so for 100 years. I saw that 

it was vital to establish support among one or more constituencies if there was to be a drive 

for a new museum.20 The university at the time was not in favor of committing any funds to 
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a new building. In fact, some of the administrators during my first decade wanted to reduce 

the size of the staff and budget or eliminate the museum altogether.21 

I spoke throughout the state to every service or social group that would like to hear about the 

museum. While driving throughout Oklahoma, I dictated a book titled Heritage at Risk. It was 

published with grant funds and detailed the beauty, extent, and fragility of the museum’s 

treasures.  My motto was, “This is your stuff.” I showed people that the greatest treasures 

they owned were stored in stables and horse barns and were in constant danger of total loss 

to fire or storm. How embarrassing! Oklahomans knew about how fragile buildings can be 

and the destructive Oklahoma weather. The book had grown out of my many speeches and 

was given to anyone who had a position of any authority in Oklahoma: politicians, academics, 

university administrators, social club chairs, mayors, potential donors, business leaders, and 

so on.22 

My Assistant Director, Peter Tirrell, had developed a remarkable set of traveling exhibits that 

opened in 75 of 77 counties over seven years with exhibits on Oklahoma natural and cultural 

history. We used real objects (or copies) from the collections. They were designed for malls, 

schools, banks, city buildings, and any kind of public space in towns across Oklahoma.23 

Indeed, they opened in more than 400 locations in the state, bringing the museum to the 

people. The importance of these beautiful and diverse exhibits cannot be overstated. We 

were serving the people of Oklahoma in their small towns and villages. Of course, we never 

missed an opportunity to let the people of Oklahoma know that their stuff was in danger. 

Several staff members joined me in touring the state. Little by little we began to reach 

supporters. Indeed, by the time we were ready to build the new museum, we had reached 

about two thirds of the three million citizens of Oklahoma with information about the 

museum, its collections, and its programs, and they loved the museum. 

For several years I worked with state representatives and state senators to develop a state 

law that recognized the museum as a state resource, not merely a university organization. In 

1987, the legislature and governor approved a law that I worked with my legislators in 

refining. The Stovall Museum became the Oklahoma Museum of Natural History, the official 

natural history museum for the state of Oklahoma.24 The museum was no longer merely a 

campus museum. It is an enormous challenge to write a law and try to cover every eventuality 

that might arise concerning the organization far into the future. Thus I included everything 
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from the authority of the director, to the scope of the collections, to the hope of a new 

building and expanded staff, as well as mandates to do research, build and maintain global 

collections, maintain a technical library, and conduct educational activities and programs for 

the people of Oklahoma. 

Heritage at Risk struck a chord in many Oklahomans. Shortly after its publication, a group of 

citizens in Norman became a support and lobbying group for a new museum: the group’s 

name? Heritage at Risk.  Their goal was to have an election for a $5 million bond commitment 

on the part of the City of Norman. They worked to have a special election called by the city. 

This necessitated petitions, meetings with city fathers, and public city council meeting 

appearances. Such an election for a university project was most irregular. The only time the 

city had provided funds to the university was when the university was founded in 1890. Now, 

a century later, we were asking the city to do it again. The election question was written in 

such a way that the town would not expend the five million dollars until the state put in $15 

million and another $15 million was raised from private donors. I had estimated that the cost 

of a new museum facility would be $35 million, so estimates were based on that goal. By the 

time it was built, 15 years after the initial estimates, it cost $42.5 million. 

The support group was successful, and in 1992 70% of the citizens of Norman approved the 

$5 million bond issue. We had done our homework, but we were still a long way from having 

the total funding.  A statewide bond election was held for higher education construction 

projects. Our support groups worked statewide to garner voter support. The $15 million for 

the museum was a small part of the $360 million bond issue; voters approved it by more than 

54%. I learned later that the museum, the only statewide project given that we were the 

state’s natural history museum, was the glue that held voter support together for the whole 

bond bill. Shortly after the statewide bond election was approved giving the museum project 

a total of $20 million, the Noble family foundations donated $10 million (the largest donation 

by a factor of 3 in the university’s history). Some friends of the Nobles donated two million 

more dollars, and we were well on our way to having the money needed to begin final 

planning of the new building. The provost, the chief academic officer for the university, held 

a meeting of his senior staff right after the large donation had been received. The topic? How 

can we stop this project now? It is hard to convince some people of the righteousness of your 
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cause. Had I been invited to the gathering, I would have told them to forget it. This was the 

people’s museum and there was nothing they could do about it. 

A new president 

In late 1994 David L. Boren was named President of the University of Oklahoma. Not only was 

he a native Oklahoman, but also had been a state representative, governor of the state, and 

a United States Senator for 16 years. Moreover, as a Yale and Oxford graduate, a Rhodes 

Scholar, and University of Oklahoma Law School alum, he was a renaissance man with wide 

ranging interests in politics, international affairs, history, science, and art. He was the most 

popular person in Oklahoma. He came to love the idea of a new museum and supported our 

efforts wholeheartedly. With a strong supportive hand leading the university, I was able to 

work closely with him to raise the additional $12.5 million that was needed to construct the 

building. Planning was completed and groundbreaking took place in early 1996. Just after 

construction began, we developed a plan to use continuing state funds for building operations 

to complete as many of the permanent exhibits as possible. The plan included a gradual shift 

in the $4 million in continuing state money from exhibit needs to hiring new staff members. 

Over the next four years, we built about one third of the permanent exhibits (which were 

frightfully expensive, with their original estimate being more than the cost of the museum 

building itself!), and had hired nearly a hundred people. 

There were nine different university presidents and interim presidents between the time I 

became director and the time David Boren arrived, a period of 11 years. Some interim 

presidents were supportive—one had even volunteered at the museum—but the powers of 

an interim president are constrained. One of the “permanent” presidents was a strong 

supporter of the art museum, but had little understanding or appreciation of natural history. 

Perhaps his background as a fundamentalist preacher made it difficult to get excited about a 

museum founded on evolutionary principles. Of the remaining two presidents, neither was 

from Oklahoma and neither was a scientist. I do not think their initial views of the museum 

included an understanding of the importance of the collections or the significant 

contributions that a campus museum made to faculty and student life. To be fair, given the 

horrendous physical plant and very small exhibit space, it would be a challenge for most 

presidents to see the potential of the 100-year-old museum that could only be viewed as a 
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failed organization from the standpoint of its outward appearance. President Boren grasped 

the potential; the others did not. Of such an intangible is leadership made. 

The new museum opened to the public in May 2000.25 We entered the new millennium after 

an especially long journey from Indian Territory through the 20th century and beyond. In 

essence, the various directors had been struggling to build a new museum since early in the 

1900s. The fact that I happened to be the person in a long line of directors to actually see the 

results of hard work expended across the decades was humbling. They had struggled against 

enormous odds, often within reach of a new facility, only to have it snatched away at the last 

second. However, they continued to build the collections, conduct research, publish, and 

serve the people of Oklahoma, notwithstanding their grim surroundings. Without their 

efforts, my own efforts would likely have failed. The collections were the heritage of the 

people of Oklahoma, their collective memory of nature and culture in the state. In the end, 

the collections were, after all, their stuff. (Fig. 5) 

 

Fig. 5. The Sam Noble Museum today. (Sam Noble Museum archival photo) 

 

Museum professionals ask what is it you did to overcome the terrible situation in which your 

museum was positioned at the start of the drive for a new facility? Here are a few points that 

will prove significant: 

 Show the value of the collections to your superiors and your supporters 

 Make the value clear to the general public 
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 Give individual and personalized examples of why and how collections are important 

and relevant 

 Be able to articulate why collections must be preserved and permanent 

 Find your audience 

 Put significant resources (time and money) into public relations, even if you do it 

yourself 

 Increase outreach enormously 

 Become a part of peoples’ lives; it is, after all, their museum  

 Use all staff members to reach out to everyone possible 

 Keep the museum in the news 

 Make people understand that museums are forever and that this benefits their lives, 

their children’s lives, and their grandchildren’s live 

 Never give up. Never. Never. Never. 

As the person who helped move the museum from one of the worst situations of any museum 

in the world to one of the best, I can say that thousands of people were involved in this project 

in some way or other. Some did a lot, some did less, but all were important. It was their 

museum and they will live with the results of our efforts far into the future. It is my hope that 

their future will be at least a bit brighter thanks to the existence of a first rate museum of 

natural and cultural history in Oklahoma: the Sam Noble Museum. 

Notes 

1. Carl Albert Center, University of Oklahoma: http://www.ou.edu/carlalbertcenter/ 
[accessed 7 July 2015] 

2. Western History Collections, University of Oklahoma, listed by Oklahoma Historical 
Society: http://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entry=WE016  
[accessed 7 July 2015] 

3. Charles Russell Center, University of Oklahoma: 
http://www.ou.edu/finearts/art_arthistory/charles_m_russell_center.html 
[accessed 7 July 2015] 

4. History of Science Collection, University of Oklahoma: https://libraries.ou.edu/hsci 
Accessed 7 July 2015] 

5. M. A. Mares, 2002. Miracle on the prairie 
6. Fred Jones Jr. Art Museum, University of Oklahoma: http://www.ou.edu/fjjma 

[accessed 7 July 2015] 
7. 24/7 Wall Street.com review of the richest and poorest states in America: 

http://247wallst.com/special-report/2013/09/19/americas-richest-and-poorest-
states/6/ [accessed 7 July 2015] 

http://www.ou.edu/carlalbertcenter/
http://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entry=WE016
http://www.ou.edu/finearts/art_arthistory/charles_m_russell_center.html
https://libraries.ou.edu/hsci
http://www.ou.edu/fjjma
http://247wallst.com/special-report/2013/09/19/americas-richest-and-poorest-states/6/
http://247wallst.com/special-report/2013/09/19/americas-richest-and-poorest-states/6/
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8. J. Spencer, 1972. The university museum: accidental past, purposeful future 
9. Washington State University Impact article on funding for public universities: 

http://wsuimpact.org/2013/08/public-colleges-boost-economic-growth/ [accessed 7 
July 2015] 

10. U. S. National Center for Education Statistics data on number of colleges: 
http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=84 [accessed 7 July 2015] 

11. Oklahoma Land Run; Oklahoma Historical Society: 
http://www.okhistory.org/kids/lrexhibit  

12. Session Laws of 1890-1905: Passed at the 1st-8th Regular Session of the Legislative 
Assembly of the Territory of Oklahoma: 
https://books.google.com/books?id=DlEyAAAAIAAJ&pg=PA174&lpg=PA174&dq=terr
itorial+geologist+legislature+oklahoma+museum+university&source=bl&ots=TTjPyb
n7El&sig=1DLsnmxf7pw63U2Bno-
hJKeFoHc&hl=en&sa=X&ei=iiacVaGQJoPYoASQxIfADA&ved=0CCoQ6AEwBA#v=onep
age&q=territorial%20geologist%20legislature%20oklahoma%20museum%20universi
ty&f=true [accessed 7 July 2015] 

13. Ibid. 
14. Ibid. 
15. M. A. Mares, 2011. Foreword: Natural history museum builders; B. Sharp and P. 

Sullivan, 1990. The Dashing Kansan. Lewis Lindsay Dyche. The Amazing Adventures of 
a Nineteenth-Century Naturalist and Explorer. 

16. How Oklahoma deals with America’s most extreme weather: 
http://www.governing.com/blogs/view/gov-how-oklahoma-deals-with-americas-
most-extreme-weather.html [accessed 7 July 2015] 

17. Oklahoma’s clear link between earthquakes and the energy boom: 
http://e360.yale.edu/feature/oklahomas_clear_link_between_earthquakes_and_en
ergy_boom/2868/ [accessed 7 July 2015] 

18. Oklahoma Archeological Survey review of Spiro Mounds: 
http://www.ou.edu/archsur/counties/leflore.htm [accessed 8 July 2015] 

19. M. A. Mares, 2001. Museum director: seventeen years in the vortex.  
20. Center on Budget and Policy Priorities analysis of higher education funding: 

http://www.cbpp.org/research/states-are-still-funding-higher-education-below-pre-
recession-levels [accessed 8 July 2015] 

21. D. L. Boren, 2001. Reflections on the dedication of the Sam Noble Oklahoma 
Museum of Natural History. 

22. M. A. Mares. 1988. Heritage at Risk: Oklahoma’s Hidden Treasure. 
23. P. B. Tirrell, 1991. Traveling exhibits as a strategy for university-state museums of 

natural history. 
24. Justia re-publication of the 1987 legislation pertaining to the Oklahoma Museum of 

Natural History: http://law.justia.com/codes/oklahoma/2014/title-70/section-70-
3309.1 [accessed 7 July 2015] 

25. M. A. Mares (ed.), 2001. A University Natural History Museum for the New 
Millennium. 
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