“I came to Florence to attend Francis Marion University where I pursued an arts education degree and my very first experience with the museum was as an intern, so I was young then, maybe twenty, and I just loved the museum, loved the collections.
I’ve worked at the museum since 2001, first as the educator and curator, and I just celebrated my 20th anniversary as the longest serving museum director for the Florence County Museum.
It’s fun because you get to create exactly what you would have wanted in your community growing up, so I’m honored to have that opportunity to do that here in Florence. In a previous life, I was an art teacher in Johnsonville at an elementary school, so I could see that not all children would have the opportunity to get in a car and drive to DC. This could be the only museum they ever come to, so we must be able to provide these opportunities that will give them a global reach so that they know they can achieve anything they want.
The previous location of the museum was on the edge of Timrod Park, a 5,000 square foot residence (the Lawton Chase House), that was not accessible. When we were imagining our new museum, something very important to us was to make sure the museum was accessible to absolutely everyone and that it was a welcoming environment where we could interpret historical questions from the community through art and history.
It just seemed logical to anchor the museum in Downtown Florence, and we opened our new space in October 2014. Using William H. Johnson as a catalyst helped push the museum forward in helping educate Florence citizens about why Johnson is noteworthy, bringing attention to the historical context of downtown by tracking Johnson’s movements through what is now the McLeod Hospital campus where Johnson lived creating portraits of friends and family in those neighborhoods. 
Telling stories is much easier when you have an authentic object or location that you can reference. Using the lens of Johnson, we were able to identify the location down the street from the museum where his parents were buried in unmarked graves, and the museum helped establish a marker for them. 
Preservation is about acknowledging and documenting sites important to the community, whether Johnsson’s family plot or Miller’s Grocery on Kershaw Street where Johnson purchased his art supplies.
I had a friend, Ms. Gwen Robertson. She’s now deceased, but she was a Wilson High School graduate, class of 1945. So I’d go to lunch with the ‘45ers and she lived on Kershaw Street. She’s the one that donated Miller’s Grocery to the museum because her parents were best friends with William H. Johnson.
So, early on in this project, I think I met Gwen even before we had the idea to create the new museum, she randomly asked me if I knew who William H. Johnson was, and I said ‘yeah, I know a little bit about him.’ And she asked me about the portrait, Girl in the Green Dress, and I said ‘yes ma’am, that’s one of my favorite portraits that he painted.’
And she said, well, that’s my mama.
And Gwen was a little bit wild, and I just thought, Gwen, okay I’m sure it is. So she could tell I didn’t believe her and she pulled out of her pocketbook this one inch by one inch photograph of her mother as a young lady holding Gwen as a baby.
And I said, ‘my God, she is your mother.’
And so I told Gwen, ‘I promise you that I will have that portrait back in Florence one day.’
And it was before we opened in 2014, and Gwen was in a wheelchair by this time, and we prepared lunch in the lobby and we wheeled Gwen in, took her into the gallery, and her mother’s portrait was hanging on the wall, and she just looked at it with this smile.
And she said, that’s my mama.
And I said, ‘yes ma’am, I told you we would make it happen.’ And because the portrait used to hang in her house before Johnson took it around 1942 and it ended up at the Smithsonian, the Smithsonian allowed us to make a print for her to hang in its place in her family home again.
It’s a unique position the museum has, that relationship with the entire community in telling often-untold stories. We’re a melting pot, and I think it’s really incredible to share that and be inclusive of that and promote it in a state-of-the-art gallery space that is free to come to.
There are no barriers in this museum, and I think that’s a really, really special thing.”
