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New Statehouse Museum to offer hands-on history
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Matt Hancharick, an intern, walks past the stained-glass Ohio State Seal in the new Statehouse Museum. The $3.6 million museum, which opens to the public Wednesday, offers visitors numerous displays and activities that teach about Ohio history.
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Banners depicting Ohio's past political campaigns fill displays in the museum. A computer lets visitors custom-design their ideal governor.
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The Statehouse Museum houses a replica of the Ohio governor's State of the State lectern. Visitors can deliver their own versions of the speech.

The new Statehouse Museum will offer visitors a heaping helping of Ohio history spiced with glitzy modern technology. 

The $3.6 million museum, on the ground level of the Statehouse, will open to the public Wednesday after a short ribbon-cutting ceremony with Gov. Ted Strickland and officials from the other two branches of state government.

A 1996 makeover restored the Statehouse to its original 1860s splendor, but telling the Capitol's long, storied history has been limited to guided tours and static displays. About 90,000 visitors tour the Statehouse each year.

When visitors step into the museum, they will immediately see a combination of interactive, hands-on exhibits, historical artifacts, video displays and reproductions of dozens of old political campaign posters and buttons lining the curved ceiling.

Although the museum is geared to elementary-age students because it dovetails with schools' curriculum on Ohio history, the exhibits will entertain and inform adults, too.

One highlight is a speaker's lectern where visitors can deliver their own State of the State speeches by reading them from a TelePrompter. The lectern can be raised and lowered to accommodate speakers of different sizes.

The "Balancing the Budget" exhibit will test visitors' ability to juggle spending priorities. Move money among spending categories, and electronic coins clink into place. Spend more than budgeted, and the columns turn red, just like red ink in state government.

Also featured are replicas of the Ohio Constitution of 1802 and 1851, an elections and voting gallery, a display on how a bill becomes law and a 1950s-vintage TV showing old political campaign commercials.

Students will be able to vote on the issue of the day by inserting electronic cards, much like credit cards, into slots in mock voting booths. Up-to-date results will be tallied on an electronic display screen in the museum lobby.

Another display lets visitors learn about the governors, from the first chief executive, Edward Tiffin, to current Gov. Ted Strickland, No. 68. The display on recent governors has video, including a 1970s campaign commercial with Gov. James A. Rhodes.

As a bonus, visitors can "design" their own governors by selecting a political party, occupation, region of the state and other factors. The computer then comes up with the Ohio governor who most closely matches the user's preferences.

Charles R. Moses, chairman of the Capitol Square Foundation, the group that raised private contributions to cover about two-thirds of the cost of the museum, said the goal was to give Statehouse visitors a richer, hands-on way to experience Ohio history.

"With all the kids that come in the Statehouse, we wanted them to come back," Moses said. "They can come here and learn about history and then go upstairs (where the General Assembly meets) to see history being made."

The state budget's share of the museum was $1.3 million, primarily related to infrastructure changes.

Admission is free, and the museum will be open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday through Friday, and 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. Saturday and Sunday. Learn more at the Statehouse Web site, http://www.ohiostatehouse.org/.
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