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1. Introduction

The definition of a museum is an organized and permanent nonprofit institution, essentially educational or esthetic in purpose, with professional staff, which owns and utilizes tangible objects, cares for them, and exhibits them to the public on some regular schedule.  The definition of a park is large area of land preserved in its natural state as public property, and/or a piece of open land for recreational use in an urban area.  The total project area being addressed in this assessment would be categorized as both museum and park.  The official definition offered by the city of Farmers Branch for the museum park is an - open air, 22-acre park and museum, a historic building/site, an outdoor museum or farm, and a park, founded to collect, preserve, and interpret the history of Texas, with an emphasis on Farmers Branch.
The project site could be best understood if described as three distinct zones.  Zone one is the formal Farmers Branch Historical Park (FBHP) with its historic buildings and cobble stone brick paths.  Zone two is the area north, around the civic center with its woods, cemetery, sport courts, and pavilions.  Zone three is the creek side trail connecting zones one and two.  

The park serves more than 100,000 visitors each year through a combination of organized tours, on and off site educational programs, walk up day visitors, special events, and rental of the facilities for special functions centered toward tourism and promotion. At the park, present day citizens can get a feeling about the challenges their ancestors lived with and can make comparisons with modern life.  The Farmers Branch community generally embraces the museum as their link to the past.  They also realize that the Historical Park can provide depth and insights into their own experiences and family histories.  

2. History 

City of Farmers Branch

Farmers Branch was the most well-known Dallas County town during the 1840s because of its advertising throughout Europe and the United States.  Thomas Keenan, Isaac B. Webb, and William Cochran all arrived in 1842 and received original land grants that became the site of Farmers Branch.  The town was officially settled in 1842 by Thomas Keenan and his wife Sarah. The area was called Mustang Branch (named for the Mustang grapes that grew along the creek) as part of the Texan Land and Emigration Company, or the Peters colony, but later changed to Farmers Branch due to the rich soil and flourishing crops.  

On May 5, 1845, Isaac Webb established the first formal church in Dallas County, called Webb or Webb's Chapel.  A school was started in the church in 1846.  Webb became the first postmaster of Farmers Branch when the post office was established there on January 5, 1848.  The post office functioned until 1866, was closed, and then reinstated in 1875.  The first blacksmith shop in Dallas County was built in Farmers Branch in 1845 by William Bowles, and in the same year, the first Dallas County gristmill was built.  The first local cotton gin was built in 1849 by James A. Smith.

In 1878, the Dallas and Wichita Railway was completed from Dallas to Lewisville and passed through Farmers Branch.  The road went into receivership and became part of Missouri, Kansas, and Texas in 1881.  By 1890, Farmers Branch had a population of 100, a district school, three general stores, two blacksmith shops, and two physicians.  By World War I the population was 300, and the area was a center for grain and cotton shipments.  The community had a large number of new stores, including a millinery, a lumberyard, a grocery, and the Riddle Banking Company. Telephone connections and telegraph service were available.  In 1916, the first brick school building was constructed.

The community grew slowly during the late 19th and 20th centuries and became incorporated in 1946.  The growth of the community since World War II has been a part of the overall growth of the Dallas-Fort Worth metropolitan area.  The population of the city in 1946 was 800, growing to over 26,400 in 2005.  The city covers approximately twelve square miles and has a mixed population with a substantial number of retirees.  Farmers Branch immediately to the north of Dallas.  The park is immediately adjacent to the two major interstate highways Interstate 35E and Interstate 635 and adjoining a newly planned, highly anticipated DART rail station.  

The Historical Park
The creation of Farmers Branch Historical Park began in 1979 with a series of resolutions passed by the City Council.  In 1980, property was set aside as a historic landmark.  In November of 1981, the property was defined, and a Historical Preservation and Restoration Board was established by the City Council.  Over the next six years, the city began to develop a plan for the property.  

Although the entire park extends north along Rawhide Creek and around the civic area, the primary area of attention has been on the community of buildings south of Farmers Branch Lane known as the Historical Park.  The buildings in the Historical Park represent the period of the 1840s to the 1950s in their original constructions and show a variety of styles and materials.  Numerous structures have been added to the park, including a church built around 1890, an 1877 train Depot, a one room school originally built around 1900, turn of the 19th to the 20th century Victorian cottage and gazebo, and log structures representing a pioneer homestead of the 1840s.

Statement of Purpose for the Farmers Branch Historical Park
“The Historical Park was created to establish, collect, preserve, and interpret the history of Texas with an emphasis on Farmers Branch.”
To further define and explain the purpose, an additional statement is offered to the official purpose statement.  

The Park will bring to life our past by interpretation of the culture, education, religion, and activities of the period of 1800 – 1946 through the restoration of original buildings, such as the Old Rock House and the Depot.  Farmers Branch Historical Park will be a center where present and future generations can learn and appreciate Indian lore, agriculture, and early railroading, and know the significance of early settlers, their customs, sacrifices, and achievements.”

Mission Statement 

 “It is the mission of the Farmers Branch Parks and Recreation Department to provide citizens, regardless of age, sex, race, interests, or financial consideration, with a year-round, functional parks system that promotes active, passive, educational, and recreational experiences through an effective and efficient delivery.
3. Facilities and Exhibits 

The entire park site has a wealth of facilities and exhibits.  The buildings are arranged as a “town” along a cobble stone street which allows the visitor to “walk back in time.”  There are cast metal sign panels, nearly one for each building some Texas Historic markers offering descriptive support for the buildings. There is a wealth of trees and plants too.  One tree, the Heritage Oak, is so commanding, it has a sign dedicated to interpreting its information.  Less official signs dot the grounds identifying specific trees and plants.

Outside the formal Historical Park, additional facilities and exhibits exist.  The Rawhide Creek flows from the north along a beautifully master-planned route.  The rawhide creek has received substantial erosion control construction resulting in a natural looking serpentine shoreline of stones with three stone dams and crossings.  The series of ponds made by the network of dams attracts a variety of wildlife including: ducks, turtles, fish, birds, and squirrels, among other types.  The creek side path ends near the civic center by branching in a number of directions, each leading to various facilities and exhibits.

Outside, around the civic center, the facilities are more typical of a municipal park.  Paved and unpaved trails, a small forest, a pavilion, an amphitheater, sport courts, and a children’s playground can be found.  Unique to the park and thematically related to the formal Historical Park is a time capsule area and a cemetery.  The time capsule area is fairly planned with markers and benches.  The cemetery has formers citizens of Framers Branch dating back to the early 1900s.  One additional park feature is the numerous benches and seating stations within the wooded area.  

The programs offered as part of the formal Historical Park focus on the buildings at the Historical Park.  The programs are a historical tour of these finely restored and maintained structures.  A description of each of the buildings is offered below

Gilbert House (1856):  The Gilbert House, home of Dr. Samuel Gilbert, has thick limestone walls and plank floors.  It is referred to architecturally as a “dog run” or “dog trot” style home construction, so-named for the large open hallway through the middle of the house.  The Gilbert House is listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  The collections inside are a purely domestic setting. The interpreters used the evidence from Dr. Gilbert’s 1872 diary to explore a woman’s life in the last third of the century.  In addition to a quilting demonstration, the focus is on the types of supplies needed for such a life and the cost in time, labor, and in dollars, of these supplies.

Log Culture Complex (1840s):  An important area in the park is the Log Culture complex, made up of a log house and two barns.  These log buildings are important documents of life in the early Anglo settlement era.  The complex offers a variety of opportunities to focus on the lifestyle of the pre-Civil War Texas frontier.  The fireplace area in the house provides an opportunity to focus on foodways and cooking technologies.  The museum has included a corral complex and a blacksmith’s forge in the exhibit.  This area is used to interpret pioneer period life with hands-on activities.

Church (1890):  The 1890s Renner, Texas church is typical of small rural churches in Texas.  The church has been restored to the simplicity typical of early Protestant churches and is used both as an interpretive facility and for weddings.

School (1900):  The Valley View School, built in 1900 and split into three elements in 1915, is a central feature of the education programs and some living history activities of the park.  Although only one-third of the original structure remains, it serves as an excellent example of the one-room rural school prevalent in northern central Texas around 1900.  With its coatrooms and blackboards intact and its desks lined up in secured rows, the school gives modern children insight into the daily lives of children 100 years ago.

Ladonia House (1915):  Originally built and used as a sharecropper’s home, it has been converted into restrooms.  It is a modest structure that, perhaps, could be reconverted and used to interpret the lives of farm families in the early 20th century.

Depot (1877):  The 1877 Dallas and Wichita Railroad Depot, although cut down, is typical of small depots along the rail lines of the west.

Dodson House (1937):  The Dodson House, built in 1937 and moved a short time later, is typical of the pre-World War II suburban house.  Mr. Dodson is remembered for encouraging the incorporation of Farmers Branch as a city and then serving as its first mayor.  The house’s furnishings are from the 1930s and 40s.

Victorian House (1885):  The 1885 Queen Anne Victorian Cottage is a beautiful example of a slightly more-than-modest house of the period.  A gazebo, or bandstand, of about the same period stands nearby, giving this part of the park a particularly “alive” 1885 period feeling.  

4. Interpretative Planning
Since the early formalization of parks, museums, and historical sites, dedicated individuals have known that visitors obtain a more relevant and meaningful experience of the inherent resources when interpretation is offered.  In the 1920’s, interpretation consisted of guides, naturalists, and enthusiasts simply taking visitors out and verbally explaining or pointing out key issues and facts.  Since then, interpretation has evolved with organization and structure.  Today basic interpretation presents a holistic picture of the topic, places factoids within context, and offers distilled background explanations of more complex topics.  The resulting success has brought on the current emphasis and value on interpretive planning.
The official definition offered by the National Association for Interpretation (NAI) is: 
"Interpretation is a communication process that forges emotional and intellectual connections between the interests of the audience and the meanings inherent in the resource."  

Interpretive Principles

1. To spark an interest and present the content in a manner which is relevant and meaningful.  Focus should be on the needs and desires of the visitor as the first element of consideration by the interpreter.

2. Information, as such, is not interpretation.  The aim is to illuminate and reveal the alluring world.  The purpose of interpretation goes beyond providing information to reveal deeper meaning and truth.  

3. Interpretation is an art, which combines many arts, whether the materials presented are scientific, historical, or architectural.  The interpretive presentation - as a work of art - should be designed as a story that informs, entertains, and enlightens.  Interpretation is a creative activity. 

4. The chief aim is not instructional, but provocation.  The challenge is to inspire emotional and intellectual responses.  The purpose of the interpretive story is to inspire and to provoke people to broaden their horizons.  

5. Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part and must address itself to the whole visitor.  The visitor will first see the large significant events; and will grasp relationships, he will correlate, and later, he will consider details.  The interpreter should present a complete theme or thesis and address the whole person.
6. Interpretation for children, teenagers, and seniors - when these comprise uniform groups, should follow fundamentally different approaches.  
Interpretation is an educational activity aimed at revealing meanings about cultural and natural resources.  Interpretation enhances our understanding, appreciation, and, therefore, protection of historical sites and natural wonders.  Interpretation is an informational and inspirational process that occurs in our parks, forests, wildlife refuges, zoos, museums and cultural sites.  While such places are inspirational in and of themselves, interpretation can add to a fuller understanding of their beauty and meaning, as well as protect their integrity.  Interpretation tells the story behind the scenery or history of an area.  It’s a process that can help people see beyond their capabilities.  The most effective interpreters orchestrate their interpretation to elicit a response from the audience: astonishment, wonder, inspiration, and action.  Most importantly, interpretation should generate enjoyment.
An outline of a typical interpretive plan should consist of the following:

· Project Introduction and Overview

· General description and background

· Statement of why the need for interpretation now

· Overview of Interpretive planning process

· Identification of Resources for Interpretation

· Natural

· Cultural

· Goals and objectives

· For Management, 

· For Marketing

· For Media

· For the Message

· For Mechanic

· Interpretative ideas

· Central Theme

· Subthemes 

· Storyline

· Action Plan

· Content Site Master Plan (Interpretive Plan)

· Development of story stations

· Plan of media mix

· Plan of realm of experience mix

· Conclusion

The most important elements to get right are the Interpretive ideas.  Below is a brief explanation of each component:
· Central theme – is the guiding principle for all interpretation at a site.  The theme may or may not appear written anywhere other than in the planning documents, but all interpretation efforts fall within the scope of the stated theme.

· Subthemes – further develops the central theme and allows a logical progression into storylines.
· Storylines – are the details of interpretive content, whether they are expressed through exhibits, brochures, programs, trail signs, AV programs, or other media.  
Goals and Objectives of Interpretive Planning

The interpretive planning process aims to elicit physical, behavioral, and emotional outcomes.  Achieving real outcomes begins by looking for the answers to the fundamental questions:

· Why would a visitor want to know this? 

· How do you want the visitor to use the information you are giving them? 

· What are the benefits (to the resource, agency, visitor)? 

A scale to measure the response benefit of interpretation is offered below.  

[image: image2.wmf]
A common aim of most museums, organizations, or destinations is to relate to visitors and provide a tangible benefit, building support and loyalty.  Once a person invests his or her time at the institution, they will depart somewhere upon the scale.  Perhaps they will pick up a stone or buy a hat with a logo (Trophy Hunter); perhaps they will have an ah-ha moment and achieve a new level of Awareness; perhaps they will connect their own status with the ideas presented and obtain Understanding.  If Understanding can be achieved, the potential is in place for them to offer a contribution (Care About) or become active and Care For.  The ultimate goal is to have the visitor become a Steward.  Aiming for, being successful, and obtaining a high visitor response level has much to do with the experience.  As mentioned previously, successful destinations are directly related to the quality of visitor experience.
5. Interpretive Assessment

Interpretation does exist throughout the entire park.  The level or status of interpretation, both inside the Historical Park and throughout the project site is inconsistent, spotty, and unorganized.  The resulting status of interpretation fails to connect with the visitor in a meaningful manner and does not engage them intellectually or emotionally, nor does the interpretive material reward involvement.  The various signs and efforts do not detract from the experience.  However, given the inherent value of the resource, the current interpretation fails to properly live up to potential.

Although the entire project includes the three zones previously described, the central theme and sub-themes should be derived from the formal Historical Park.  As a planner, the two other zones, civic area, and creek side path should be viewed as enhancements and ancillary support elements to the Historical Park.  

The facilities and exhibits making up the entire interpretive package consist of: the buildings, artifacts, signs, and natural resources.  Since much has already been well documented about the buildings and artifacts, this assessment will focus on all non-building components.  The current collective signage package consists of: numerous cast metal sign panels, some Texas Historic markers, a bulletin board offering numerous photographs, and a spattering of small plant identification signs. 

Examination of sign panel package falls in line with our overall assessment.  Although there is a dedicated panel for each building and a few Texas state historical markers, there is no central theme, organization, information hierarchy, visual consistence, or brand.  The technique of cast metal, although it communicates a statement of history and quality, fails to communicate and connect with the visitor.  Being cast metal, the use of photographs is not possible, eliminating any possible showing of support visuals.  This is huge, because people are largely visual and tend not to read.  Organization is key for people to follow multiple topics and ideas, especially when the content may require sequential building of simple ideas into more complex ones.  

The text of the panels indicates the very beginning of the weaving together of a story which ties the entire park together.  For instance, there is the Heritage Oak tree panel, the mention of soils, farming, native plants, and even Mr. Gilbert being buried in Webb’s cemetery.  The mention of these other non-building topics not only offers a holistic picture of the formal Historical Park but could also tie in a larger portrayal of the entire park project and expand market appeal.

Assessment of the natural resources for interpretation reveals equal potential.  Within the Historical Park, the offering includes wild Iris gardens, meadow, and picnic area.  These are very calming and soothing features.  This would be very attractive to older visitors who would enjoy the calming passive features.  If the FBHP elects to further promote these passive interpretive areas, the addition of a station consisting of seating, shade canopy, and an interpretive text panel would be in order.  The interpretive text panel could convey several ideas and provide focus.  Flowering plants could be a seasonally changing feature to encourage repeat visitation.   

Outside the park along the creek and around the civic area along the trails and paths leading out to the North Park Segment and Cemetery, the potential exists for interpreting topics other than buildings and their related artifacts.  For instance, the meadow and North Park Segment lend themselves to topics of natural resources, farming, flora, and weather, to name a few.  The cemetery can be a direct portal into the topic of ancestry with a timeline.  

Much has been written and documented as far back as 1992 regarding the lack of introduction and/or orientation to the entire site and the need for more coherence among the individual components.  This is still true.  However, equally important is the lack of basic interpretive structure, including theme, sub-themes, storyline, goals, and objectives.  

Applying my brief knowledge and limited experience with the project and its stakeholds, I arrive at the conclusion that the central theme has much to do with life in Farmers Branch.  Whether this is adopted or made final, if we were to apply this idea forward into our interpretive model, it might appear as follows:

Theme 

An abundance of natural and cultural resources reveal life in Farmers Branch, past and present.  
Subthemes

· Rich soil and creekside crops drew farmers to the area.

· As the farmers built communities, a cultural history was paved behind them

· The balance of cultural and natural resources still draws people to settle in Farmers Branch today

· The connection to life past and present flows with the creek’s water

Storylines

· Introduction/orientation

· The Historic Buildings

· Signature trees (Heritage Oak, for instance)

· Flora and fauna along the trail

· Civic Center area

· Time capsule

· Cemetery

Goals 

· Provide better, more meaningful and relevant educational component 

· Increase visitor knowledge of natural and cultural resources

· Enhance the enjoyment of existing activities

· Increase citizen participation 

· Foster future stewards for the natural and cultural resources

· Better fulfill Park and Recreation Department mission
Objectives

· Citizens will be able to identify and understand life in Farmers Branch years ago

· Visitors will be able to identify distinctive architectural characteristics
· Increase repeat visitation to experience distinct seasonal characteristics

· Visitors will know pertinent cultural facts and history
One previous assessment noted that the citizens of Farmers Branch generally embrace the museum as their link to the past and believe it can provide depth and insights into their own experiences and family histories.  I assess this to be true and extending beyond the buildings.  Judging by the size, the Heritage Oak may date back to 1800.  Across the creek and at the end of the trail is a time capsule set to open in 2046.  These two park features define a period of time much larger than the time period designated by the Historical Park: 1800 – 1946.  In 1992, Patrick Butler suggested the park take action to expand the period of time with which the park concerns itself.  It seems the entire park at least has done so.  

6. Interpretation and Destination Planning

Debate can exist on whether the park is a museum, living history center, or park, however there is no debate that the aim of the institution is to be a destination.  As a destination, Farmers Branch Historical Park will take its place alongside the hundreds of destination options, museums, science centers, entertainment attractions, zoos, aquariums, retail malls, and theaters available locally.  Knowing the intense competition to win customers and deliver the type and quality of experience the public has come to expect, the park will need to borrow and incorporate elements from the competition.  One common element among all destinations is the need for diversity within a single venue.  Doing one thing well is not enough for today’s family.  Each type of destination plays a role in the collective success, so we’ll quickly look at each.
The museum industry has two distinct types and organizations: the traditional museums (Natural History, Art, Historical museums) and the modern, specialty, children’s “science-center.”  During the last decade, the science centers have experienced a boom.  In an article published in the Boston Globe, writer Christine Ridout summarizes today’s children’s museum - "exhibits immerse you in science, let you conduct experiments and experience scientific events like thunderstorms.  New exhibits create total environment re-creations, where visitors might travel to an archaeological dig, go to a coral reef, navigate a towboat through the enormous force of the Mississippi River, burrow below a city to explore sewer and water systems, or crawl inside a dinosaur’s stomach to experience how he grinds his food."

This new approach is more than just good marketing, it produces positive results, says Joseph Wisne of Center of Science and Industry (COSI) in Columbus, Ohio.  "The purpose of these exhibits is to take people to "real" places that involve all their senses, inspire them to see science as exciting and relevant, engage them in scientific processes,” and "create a sense of wonder, which encourages visitors to stay longer and makes learning memorable”.

Seemingly an almost perfect mirror event is happening in the entertainment industry.  Amusement parks, water parks, and family fun centers are adding content to their mix of traditional rides and games.  Jurassic Park at Universal Studios supplemented a ride attraction with a dinosaur education center.  The exhibition is designed and built in the children’s science-center format, where kids push, pull, climb, play, explore, and learn, hands-on.  

Zoos and aquariums, which for a long time did not go beyond a factual presentation of the animals, have embraced qualities from the entertainment side, with elaborate habitat recreations extending beyond the animal quarantine area but also encompassing the visitor viewing area.  All this energy is to immerse the visitor into the experience, because the institutions know the value of interpreting and connecting physically, intellectually, and emotionally.  Retailers have acquired a new term to summarize this diversity trend: "shoppertainment."  This term describes the shopping centers of today "as hubs for activities, recreation, shopping and entertainment for the entire family in a wonderful, larger-than-life environment."  

These diverse but similar destinations face and address identical issues of public appeal in their own special way.  Although there are similarities among each, the number one commonality is the focus toward visitor experience, whether they are men or women, young or old.  

7. Interpretation and Experience Planning 

In the book "The Experience Economy," the authors, B. Joseph Pine II and James H. Gilmore, explore the value of "experiences" and experience as a marketable commodity.  This concept translates very well to interpretive planning. 
When a person buys an experience, they pay to spend time enjoying a series of memorable events that a site or facility stages to engage them in a personal way. – Pine and Gilmore
That means that we are not only just planning for outcomes (our objectives being accomplished at the end of an interpretive walk or completing visiting a museum or visitor center exhibition), we are now doing our interpretive planning for the total experience package.
The total interpretive planning process must focus on the "experience package" a visitor receives from the total interpretive facility, not just on individual interpretive components.  For example, walking down a beautiful trail and seeing wildlife and wildflowers is just as important an "experience" for the visitor as the actual "interpretive" experience the self-guided trail offers.  Here are some things we now consider in our "Experience Package" for interpretive planning:

· We need to theme the total experience. 

· We need to try to harmonize impressions with positive ques.  In interpretive planning, it is now even more important for the total site (restrooms, food service, and other support services) to support the theme in design and character.

· We need to try to eliminate negative ques.  We do not want to take away from the theme or diminish the experience.  That can range from litter pick-up and parking to information seeking.  

· Mix in memorabilia.  This helps to extend the experience once the visitor has returned home.  That adds greater importance on the design and stocking of gift shops, souvenir development (T-shirts, etc.), photo opportunities, and other memorable moment "planning."

· Engage the five senses – plan for perceptually exciting areas for them to see and hands-on activities at interpretive stops or opportunities.

· Experience Realms – Planning the mix of experience packages.

In general, visitors come to interpretive sites or destinations for one or more of these kinds of experiences.  They are looking for entertainment, educational, and esthetic experiences (such as valuing the view), and/or escapist experiences (such as being immersed in the wilderness or seeing a movie to "escape"). 

Rarely does a person seek all of one type of experience.  Typically, multiple types are sought to varying degrees.  The degree of being wrapped up in the experience can be described as absorbed in the experience, such watching a play or "losing track of time."  They can choose levels of active participation, such as going on a guided walk or tour.  They can choose passive participation, such as simply "watching" an interpretive activity or attending an interpretive demonstration.  And they can chose to immerse themselves in the experience, becoming physically (or virtually) a part of the experience itself. 

For most visitors, it is not one or the other – many visitors will look for a package of experiences in the course of their visit.  They may want to have fun and entertainment, have a sense of escape, and enjoy the esthetically beautiful.

8. Interpretation and “Brand” 

Visitor opinions and decisions whether to return can also be determined by the look and feel or “brand” of the surroundings.  There can be hundreds of components or factors comprised to make up the surrounding brand environment.  As planners, this has been termed “brandscaping.”  As with other brand planning activities, brandscaping has to do with appealing to feelings and emotions, not logic and reason.  

Gone are the days of a rational approach, and in its place is the emotional approach which has at its core the idea that “this brand understands the way you live.”  To be effective with people, a product or service must be communicated in a way that dazzles and touches their emotions and stimulates their minds.  People want to associate with a brand personality.  The concept entails involving people’s deepest emotional desires - for example, to feel young, believe themselves clever, return to days gone by when life was simpler or more innocent -- through associating products and services with qualities that acknowledge those wishes.

Even a cursory glance at current popular destinations will reveal the importance of branding. Carrying this strategy into application involves every visual component.  Simply, all individual visual components need to convey a single identity: architecture, signage, exhibit structures, advertising, marketing, merchandising, and collateral materials.  One popular and successful style of branding is Nostalgia.  Nostalgia evokes the idea of revisiting one’s own heritage.  This is the basis for styling many athletic and stadium facilities, such as old ball parks.  The fan can recapture a little of how the game used to be when perhaps things were more pure, better.  Farmers Branch Historical Park does not have to invent these qualities.  These qualities are inherent in its resources.

10. Conclusion

The Farmers Branch Historical Park is one of several museum park destinations within the greater Dallas/Ft. Worth metropolitan area.  Ideally located near two major freeways and a new DART rail station, the Farmers Branch Historical Park is poised to be a great destination.  Similar but different from other destinations, the Farmers Branch Historical Park, can be distinct by offering a truly Texas brand experience, complete with a mix of education, entertainment, and experiential elements.

Before the Farmers Branch Historical Park can achieve this status of greatness, much needs to be done.  The Historical Park’s lack of fundamental interpretive components: central theme, sub-themes, storylines, goals and objectives, hinder many functions necessary to the institution’s goals and objectives.  If these fundamental ideas can be established, the process of implementing a dynamic interpretive plan can begin.  Although it would be tremendous to have a formal introductory orientation facility/interpretive center, it is not necessary.  A viable plan can include a new exterior sign with tag line, a distinctive brand presenting history in a contemporary and appealing manner, kiosks, trail signs, and entry welcome portals at all park site entry points.  

The “walk back in time, town” concept is a fantastic experience to offer.  One of the most famous destinations in the world, Walt Disney’s Main Street USA, is this very idea.  People love it.  Walt Disney recognized people’s emotional connection with the main street town idea.  Farmers Branch Historical Park has the “right stuff” people love and can easily embrace.  
Also mentioned in previous assessments are a few conclusions and suggestions worthy of revisiting.  In 1992, Patrick Butler suggested the park take action to further distinguish it from other institutions.  Taking action would involve reconsideration of two goals.  First, the park’s content should include taking the 1840s area and developing an Indian cultures complex too.  The second reconsideration suggestion is to expand the period of time the park concerns it self with: from 1800-1946 to 1800-1960.  Expanding the time period up to 1960 would greater utilize the Dobson house as document of life in suburbia during the decades between 1930 and 1960.  Additionally, this would allow for more contemporary content with broader appeal among today’s visitors.   

An addition to the two ideas mentioned for the park to expand on is the two ancillary areas: creek side trail and civic area.  These two areas can serve dual purposes: to expand the experience, brand, and theme of the Historical Park beyond the property lines and draw day park users to walk over.  
According to Phelan Fretz of the Museum of Science and Industry in Chicago, "Inspiring inventive genius in everyone" is the ultimate goal of any museum exhibit.  Museums are more in the business of inspiration than the education business.  Visitors are visual and emotional, responding to brands which best represent their image and values.  It is vital that whatever actions are taken going forward, the product of the action must be aesthetically beautiful, distinct, relevant, and above all, inspiring.  
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Vererka, John A. 1994 Interpretive Master Planning. Acorn Naturlists, Tustin CA.

Veverka, John A. 2000. “Interpretive Planning for the New Millennium: Outcome and 

     experience based planning strategies.” Legacy, Volume 11, Number 3, May/June 

     2000.

Pine, Joseph B. II and James H. Gilmore. 1999. The Experience Economy.  Harvard 

     Business School Press, Boston, MA.
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