
From a small museum to a great museum: Alumni keep Florence County Museum founder’s dreams alive 

While universities emphasize networking as a key to success after graduation, most college students think 

of networking as connecting with alumni, business owners, and community leaders.  

Five Florence County Museum staff members who graduated from FMU in the 2000s never considered 

their classroom interactions, projects, and activities as potential networking opportunities, but today they share a 

bond as Francis Marion University alumni preserving and sharing the area’s history.  

Discovering a Common Ground 

 After completing a summer internship as an undergraduate, Executive Director Andrew Stout (03, 07) 

later joined the staff as curator of education. When hired, Stout was one of two full-time staff members, so he 

fulfilled many of the current staff members’ job duties early in his career. 

  “When any new staff member came onboard, I had to give up some of my duties and put my faith in 

someone else. As new positions developed, I knew the skills that they required, and I knew fellow FMU alumni 

have the education and skills necessary for the museum to succeed,” Stout said.  

 One staff member whose skills particularly stood out was Curator of Collections and Interpretation 

Stephen Motte (01), who developed a working relationship with the museum after proposing an exhibit featuring 

young local artists. 

“Motte and I studied at FMU at the same time, and I admired him as an artist,” Stout said. “From viewing 

his art, I knew that he was detail-oriented and thorough, which are skills he uses in his current position.” When 

Motte joined the staff in 2005, Stout’s confidence in him was reinforced from leading museum tours together, as 

Motte knew details about each work of art soon after being hired.  

 As the museum’s not-for-profit operation expanded and became a part of Florence County, Stout’s staff 

grew to also include Administrative Assistant Christina Garrett (03), Graphic and Communication Designer Jim 

Stephens (05), and Curator of Education Kimberly Groom (07), the most recently hired FMU alum.  

Stout noted that while he and Groom were not FMU students at the same time, he remembered her from 

speaking to her undergraduate classes about his work at the museum.   

“Working with other graduates gives our office a sense of unity, camaraderie, and common experiences 

to draw from,” Groom said. Each staff member quickly discovered a common ground through FMU, whether it was 

being in a class with a fellow staff member, seeing one’s artwork displayed on campus, reading one’s work in 

campus publications, or knowing the same professors.  

“Since FMU is a smaller university, the class sizes allowed us to spend one-on-one time with not only our 

professors, but also our classmates and peers. I’m not sure students at larger universities have that experience,” 

Garrett said, noting that she remembered both Stephens and Stout from FMU. 

Even with different majors and years attending FMU, the staff’s shared experiences at the university 

quickly cultivated a friendship and helped them collaborate to not only move the museum, but create a new 

museum experience for Florence County.  

 



From a Small Museum to a Great Museum 

Nearly 80 years ago, Florence resident and museum founder Jane Beverly Evans travelled the world and 

returned to the Pee Dee excited about sharing other cultures under one roof- the Florence County Museum.  

When the museum was founded in 1936, in the basement of the Florence County Library that she helped 

bring to the area, Evans wrote that she hoped it would “grow to be a great museum, spreading its cultural 

influence through the eastern part of South Carolina to become the Pride of the Pee Dee.” 

The museum soon outgrew its basement location and in 1953, moved to the Lawton-Chase home on 

Florence’s Spruce Street. Although larger, the Spruce Street location soon faced challenges due to its size, 

architecture, and accessibility. Located in residential Florence, many residents did not realize the county had a 

museum. As a renovated home with exhibit space of 3,800 square feet, walking tours for large groups were 

difficult due to space, and the museum displayed artifacts anywhere possible, even in converted closets, and did 

not have space for travelling collections.  

“In 2006, the Florence County Museum formed a relationship with the Smithsonian Institution, which 

allows us to host travelling exhibits,” Stout said. “However, due to climate control and accessibility, the Spruce 

Street location could not host these exhibits.” Since the facility could only display a few collections at once, 

museum visitors never saw the plethora of collections unless they visited often.  

As the museum’s relationship with the Smithsonian formed, plans for a new facility fell into place, with 

Senator Hugh Leatherman allocating 3.9 million dollars toward construction. In 2008, the museum’s staff, trustees, 

and other local leaders took the reins of Evans’ dream and began planning an 11,800 square feet, state-of-the-art 

facility located on West Cheves Street, in the arts and cultural district of Downtown Florence. 

Creating a Great Museum Experience 

 While securing funding and partnering with the Smithsonian Institution were exciting, the staff had little 

time to celebrate as they quickly geared up to prepare, store, and transport delicate artifacts. While each staff 

member has a distinct job title and daily duties, they’ve joined forces to design and implement educational 

experiences for visitors to the new museum. 

“Over the last few years, we’ve designed a new museum for Florence County,” graphic and 

communication designer Jim Stephens said. “We’re not just moving objects- we’re creating a new experience for 

visitors, and this is the largest project we’ve taken on,” he elaborated. While creating experiences and educational 

programs, the staff has also taken special care in moving objects that are thousands of years old and irreplaceable. 

To provide a Smithsonian-grade facility for high-caliber exhibits, the museum partnered with Haley Sharpe 

Design of Toronto to design exhibits and Cooper, Robertson, and Partners, a New York based architecture firm 

with extensive experience in constructing educational facilities.  

These dedicated galleries, open collection viewing space, studios, and classrooms are most exciting for 

Groom and Stout, who both taught art in public schools. Stout taught at Florence County School District 5 during 

his early years of working at the museum.  

“Teaching in a public school by day and working at the museum by night was one of the most beneficial 

experiences of my career,” Stout said. “Every day, I worked with the very students that our museum benefits, 

which reinforced Evans’ dream for our community every night when I worked at the museum.”  



The new location features an educational wing with a dedicated studio and three classrooms that provide 

additional educational programs for all ages and populations. The educational wing lets the staff use the 

collections in the museum to teach classes that Pee Dee residents can’t find elsewhere, such as painting, 

printmaking, and drawing. 2014 summer camps were held in the new museum, which allowed the camps to be 

more formal and involved than those held at the former location.  

Since the museum brings hundreds of cultures together, these educational experiences transport Pee Dee 

residents to other places and time periods. While some museums focus solely on a single concept, such as art, 

railroads, or contemporary design, the Florence County Museum’s broad focus lets visitors from all walks of life 

personally connect with the artifacts and exhibits.  

“Under one roof, visitors can learn about public figures ranging from revolutionary war heroes to local 

artists such as William H. Johnson,” Stout said. “You can see artifacts from prehistoric fossils to atomic bomb 

fragments.”  While the museum’s permanent collection offers something for all, the spacious new location allows 

for full exhibits, including print, audiovisual, and art components, and over half of the Cheves Street facility’s 

gallery space is allotted for visiting content,  encouraging repeat visits. 

“Children and younger people are especially receptive,” Motte noted. “They readily accept the value of 

what they see, whether it’s prehistoric fossils or painting exhibits.” Motte said he visited the Spruce Street location 

as a child, and this inspires his own career there, caring for the collections and scheduling many exhibits.  

From a library basement to a renovated home and now a purpose-built facility, the Florence County 

Museum’s original goals haven’t strayed from Evans’ dream. 

“Regardless of the building and location, we always strive for visitors to walk away with an amazing 

experience,” Motte said. “Even if you’ve seen an exhibit before, you can experience it in a new and better way if 

you visit again.” 


