
 
          

  The Music Man, Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council and Rebel’s Bluff Troupe, August 2012, at the theater in The MARC 
— photo by Steve Snyder 
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Fervent Volunteers Forge Small-Town Arts Triumphs 
by Barbara MacRobie 
 

“Small towns need the arts. We need the arts to fill our abandoned buildings on our squares 

and to stimulate our dying economies. There is no true quality of life in any community without 

the arts. For it is the arts that touch our human spirit, give us meaning—and hope.” 
           – Karen Colton-Millsap, Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council—Arts Organization honoree, 2013 Missouri Arts Awards 

  

“Arts Council” sounds so official. It evokes an oak-paneled boardroom with hoary persons in dignified 

conference.  But what “arts council” in a small town mostly means is a bunch of volunteers—inspired, 

tireless, and obsessed.  They work days and the middle of nights. They hunch over computers and dig 

ditches, negotiate loans and bake cookies, build sets and pull paintings out of the rain.   
 

And the daily lives of the people in their communities would be infinitely 

poorer without them. “It’s amazing what a few volunteers can do,” says 

Missouri Arts Council Executive Director Beverly Strohmeyer, “when they 

really put their minds to it and decide it’s something their community 

wants and needs.”  
 

We talked with four arts organizations in rural Missouri communities to 

learn what they’re doing for their communities and how they’ve made it 

work. We spoke with people at the Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council 

in the southwest, the Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture District south of 

Kansas City, the Steelville Arts Council in the foothills of the Ozarks, and 

the Kirksville Arts Association in the central north. Whether the group was a newcomer like Steelville 

or a veteran like Kirksville, common qualities emerged: ingenuity, persistence, passion, and luck. 

 
Making their mark on southwest Missouri 

Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council 
 

It was just six years ago, remembers Karen Colton-Millsap, that she and a couple of fellow artists “were 

making stained glass and having coffee and complaining about having no arts experiences in our region. 

Then one of us said, ‘Let’s do something about it!’” 

https://www.missouriartscouncil.org/


 

Other than the folk arts and crafts of the city’s annual Apple Butter Makin’ Days festival, there were few 

local cultural resources for the 4,577 residents of Mount Vernon proper, let alone for the people in the five 

surrounding counties that bring the population of this rural farming region to 271,000. Even the nearest 

movie theater was a 35-mile drive east to Springfield.  
 

“So we literally Googled ‘how to start an arts council,’” said Karen. At the top of the search results were the 

Missouri Arts Council and the Missouri Association of Community Arts Agencies (MACAA), an independent 

service organization dedicated to strengthening local arts agencies throughout the state.  
 

As luck had it, the Springfield Regional Arts Council (one of MACAA’s 70-plus members) was conducting 

a community arts workshop the following week. “They gave me three names: Michael Donovan [assistant 

director, Missouri Arts Council], Michael Gaines 

[executive director of MACAA and the Hannibal 

Arts Council] and Kristi Kittleson [MACAA project 

coordinator],” Karen said. “These people gave us 

ideas and guided us along the way.” 
 

Now the Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council has 

so transformed the community that in 2013 the 

group has been awarded the state’s highest honor 

in the arts, as the Arts Organization recipient of the 

Missouri Arts Council’s Missouri Arts Awards.  
 

“The ripple effect of what they are accomplishing 

goes far beyond their city limits,” said Michael 

Gaines in his letter supporting their award 

                                                                                        application. He especially lauded their “extreme 

                                                                                        dedication, deep passion, gumption, and spunk.” 
 

The council got there, Karen said, “one baby step at a time.” The group decided to mount an arts festival 

as their first event and took a full year to carefully plan it. “We made it free to the people attending and to 

the artists exhibiting. Many artists don’t make a lot of money from their art, and we couldn’t guarantee any 

sales.” But the first Not So Square Arts and Literary Festival, held in September 2008, succeeded 

brilliantly. Nearly 50 artists had booths around the town square and adjacent streets. There were 

performances of tango, Irish harp, Shakespeare—a wine tasting—book signings—children’s hands-on 

workshops—all the accoutrements in full bloom in the first year. 
 

The arts council’s calendar has ballooned to more 

than 60 activities per year. Of all their achievements, 

the crowning glory is The MARC, the transformation 

of a church complex that had become too large for its 

congregation into the Mount Vernon Arts and 

Recreation Center, an arts, education, entertainment, 

meeting and sports hub for the entire region. 

 

Unexpected thirst for the arts 
 

Once arts opportunities exist, “you would be surprised 

who starts crawling out of the woodwork,” Karen said. 

“We had 69 people from the region in The Music Man.”  

The council produced the show in August 2012 in conjunction with Rebel’s Bluff Troupe, a local community 

theater group that had been performing in churches until The MARC gave them a permanent home. “We 

were hoping to sell 200 tickets a night,” said Steve Snyder, council board member. “Instead, we sold out all 

three shows in advance.” 
 

           Mount Vernon residents turned out in force for the Missouri Arts Awards 
           ceremony at the Capitol Rotunda in Jefferson City on February 13, 2013. 
.          — photo by Lloyd Grotjan 

                                                                     — photo by Steve Snyder 



Another group even formed as a result of The Music Man, the Mount Vernon Community Theatre. The first 

Not So Square festival attracted several writers who then got together to form their own group, Home 

Grown Books, a bookshop and support network for self-published authors and recording artists.  
 

“There is a huge thirst for the arts here,” said Karen. “We have grown faster than I ever dreamed.”  
 

There were only six people in the founding group in September 2007. “When we started out, some people 

thought we would eventually go away, but that fueled us to try harder,” Karen said. In addition to the five 

members on the council’s board today there are “10 or so regular volunteers and anybody we can rope in!” 

Karen is the executive director. Steve Snyder is assistant director, Carol Millsap (a cousin) is finance 

director/treasurer, Lu Faucett is tech and musical director, and Sue Lee is secretary. 
 

Though not a Mount Vernon native, Karen was no stranger to Missouri small-town life. She grew up in 

Grovespring, a tiny spot northeast of Springfield. “There were 92 people there. When I left to go to Missouri 

State University, there were 91.” She taught speech, debate, and drama for 25 years before retiring. Her 

husband was from Mount Vernon, and the couple moved back there 13 years ago. “In a small town, you’re 

always an outsider unless you have roots going back a couple of hundred years,” Karen said. “Fortunately 

my husband does, so I’m just the eccentric wife he brought home!” 

 

Making The MARC  
 

Karen’s small-town moxie stood her in good stead when it came to getting The MARC off the ground. 

“I was in a welding class together with the realtor for the Assembly of God Church on the Loop, and we 

started talking about whether I knew anyone who’d like to buy their old building,” Karen said. “This is how 

small towns operate!” Karen knew the City government already had a goal to create a community center by 

2016. She started conversations 

around town, and the City of Mount 

Vernon bought the 55,000-square-

foot contemporary complex.  
 

The City brought the building up to 

code including new electrical wiring 

and repairs to the roof. The arts 

council raised $20,000 to turn the 

church auditorium into a 320-seat 

theater—the only theater between 

Springfield and Joplin, even in the 

schools. 
 

“We took the crosses off the sound 

booth and put on theater masks. My 

                                                                                                                son Jake took down all the hymnal 

holders,” Karen said. “We added 10 feet to the front of the stage.” The City installed an induction-loop 

sound system for the hearing-impaired. “Working curtains would have cost $20,000 so we just kept the 

decorative side curtains to frame the proscenium. We made flats and painted them black to create wings. 

We need to rewire the lighting, but it’ll cost $15,000—that’s for another year!”   
 

Ever since The MARC opened in September 2011, the City has maintained the building while the council 

has handled the arts programming, working closely with City Administrator Max Springer to keep The 

MARC’s calendar. “It’s a great partnership for us,” Karen says. The City is dedicated to making The MARC 

an affordable resource for everyone. Performing groups pay only $50 a night to rent the theater during 

performances, but can rehearse at The MARC for free. The MARC is home to productions by Rebel’s Bluff 

Troupe, Mount Vernon Community Theatre, the Not So Square Youth Theatre that Karen directs, and the 

Mount Vernon elementary and high schools. “The MARC is busy every day with rehearsals,” Karen said. 
 

        The 10-foot addition  to the stage of The MARC theater under construction 



Bare hallways have become an art gallery. Crowder College, based in nearby Neosho, uses classrooms 

on the first floor. The classrooms are also popular spots for meetings, from political groups to Girl Scouts. 

There are 30 more classrooms on the second floor, and once there is money for an elevator to make them 

accessible, “we’ll have more classes, more art programs, and even conventions here,” Karen said. 
 

The “R” in MARC stands for “recreation,” and The MARC may be the only regional arts complex in the 

country that also includes a gym. “There is an attitude about sports and arts,” Karen said, “but The MARC 

has brought us together. Why deny either? Life needs both.” The MARC has a full kitchen, which the arts 

council uses to create dinner events with its theatrical productions. “For The Music Man, we decorated the 

reception area like a park and had a picnic dinner,” Karen said. 

 

Part of daily life 
 

Because Mount Vernon does not have a 

movie theater, the council started Movies in 

the Park at the Spirit of 76 Park just off the 

town square. Then they added the m  onthly 

Movies at The MARC. They built an outdoor 

pavilion for their Music in the Park series. 

There are workshops in visual, performing, 

and literary arts at The MARC and the 

Mount Vernon branch of the Barry-

Lawrence Regional Library, folk art 

excursion trips, exhibits in the MARC gallery 

including an all-school arts show, and meet-

the-artist events with local authors and 

filmmakers. The Not So Square festival, 

which in 2013 takes place September 7, 

has moved to The MARC so there is no 

longer the risk of bad weather. “It’s still free to everyone,” Karen said. A folk arts program is being 

developed with the Missouri Scholars Academy and the Lawrence County Historical Society. A Not So 

Square Film Festival is in the works.  
 

“Sometimes I think, just shoot me now!” Karen said. “It’s hard to raise a lot of money every year. The Music 

Man cost $8,000 and we made $8,020.” The council raises money through grants, donations, and fund-

raising events. “We have gone from a budget of $10,000 in our first year to $34,000 last year. People call 

us all the time wanting more events. That’s great, but it puts pressure on us because we don’t have a lot of 

money. We do things as inexpensively as we can.” 
 

It’s all worth it as the arts volunteers see their 

work, in the phrase that’s become their trademark, 

“making our mark on the region.” 
  
“The arts are becoming part of people’s daily 

routine,” Karen said. “For instance, when there is 

no art at KeenBean Coffee Roasters during an 

exhibit change, people complain because of bare 

walls. These people may not consider themselves 

art lovers, but they don't like the atmosphere of 

their comfortable space when art is missing.” 
 

“We’ve now been here long enough that people 

are really jumping on board to see what kind of 

experiences we’ll bring for them next,” said Steve. 

“Ever since we have had The MARC, and now  

Volunteer Shannon Smith and Karen Colton-Millsap set up for Movies in the Park.  
                                                                                                    — photo by Steve Snyder 

       The Not So Shakespeare Players first made their mark on Mount Vernon 
        at the original  Not So Square Arts and Literary Festival. They have been 
          performing at each year’s festival ever since. — photo by Steve Snyder 



with the Missouri Arts Award, there are a lot more people interested. Hopefully that will lead to more 

volunteers and funding so we continue to grow and provide more opportunities for artists and the public.” 
 

 “We’ll be in the grocery store or the coffee shop, and people just come up and thank us. All the time,” 

Karen said. In February, she was honored with the first-ever “Service Above Self” award established by 

Mount Vernon’s Rotary Club. The award was given during the annual Chamber of Commerce banquet, 

“and the community gave the arts council a standing ovation,” she said. “It was really touching to be so 

honored by your own community. 
 

“We have a lot of passion and dedication, I can’t believe it’s grown so much.” 
 

More about the Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council 
▪ Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council website, mtvernonregionalarts.webs.com 
▪ Interview on KRPS-FM with Karen Colton-Millsap and Beverly Strohmeyer about the Missouri Arts Award 

 
Eggs, Chain Saws, and Miss Clara 

Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture District 
 

“Go to the end of the world, and turn left.” If that’s not 

exactly the way to Peculiar, says Brenda Conway, it’s 

certainly a perception that the Downtown Peculiar Arts 

& Culture District is battling. And it’s a perception that up 

until the group got together was sadly based in reality. 

Though the city of 4,600 people is only 25 miles away from 

Kansas City at what is considered the very southern tip of 

the metro area, “our area is so underserved, you wouldn’t 

believe it,” said Brenda. But that is changing. 
 

“The DPACD is giving downtown the sense of place that 

has not been there since the railroad was abandoned in 

the 1950s and, later, when the relocation of Highway 71 

crippled downtown in the 1970s,” said Peculiar City 

Administrator Brad Ratliff. “They’ve done this by choosing 

art as a way to marry the past to the future, provide 

opportunities not otherwise available in our immediate 

area, and begin the bedrock for tourism, entertainment, 

and art.”  
 

For Brenda—writer, visual artist, a founder of the DPACD 

and currently its president—breathing life back into 

downtown is deeply personal. “Peculiar is my home town. 

My parents moved here when I was 3,” she said. Her 

mother and two of her nine siblings still live in Peculiar; 

the rest live in the Kansas City metro area “I remember. 

                                                                           when everything was downtown, when it was where 

                                                                           everyone conducted their business, where the old men                                

cussed and discussed. I remember when the trains still ran through here, before the state highway split it 

in half,” she said. “We want to drive that energy back to downtown.” 
 

The name Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture District refers to both the group of people who mobilized in 

2007 to make the arts happen and the physical downtown district created with special arts zoning by the 

City in 2009 as a result of their efforts. Brad Ratliff characterizes the nonprofit 501(c)(3) group as “an 

inclusive organization made up of artists, invested residents, engaged civic leaders, and forward-thinking 

businesses.” 

        Peculiar icon: the city has one of the only three-legged water 
        towers in the United States. 

http://mtvernonregionalarts.webs.com/
http://krps.org/archive/mountvernon.mp3


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 A few of the hundreds of two-foot-tall plastic eggs decorated by Peculiar residents to adorn downtown during Eggzibit, the annual temporary public 

art exhibit held every Easter since 2007 

 

Speaking of names, the little Missouri city is the only town in the United States to carry the name of 

Peculiar. The story goes that the moniker was picked in 1868 by the town’s first postmaster when his first 

several choices were rejected by the U.S. Post Office because other towns in Missouri already had those 

names. “Peculiar means uncommon, unique, one-of-a-kind,” says Brenda. “What better place could there 

be for an arts district?” 
 

No better place, but perhaps more obvious ones. “Cass County is very rural, and we are exactly what you 

would think—we love country music and we have gun racks in the back of our trucks,” said Brenda. “So to 

make people understand that you can absolutely embrace that and still embrace art has been such a 

challenge for us. It would have been very easy to become discouraged. But we are making huge strides. 

People are realizing you don’t have to put on a beret and stick out your little finger to like art.” 
 

Like all successful community arts organizations, DPACD has found that it is crucial to pay attention to 

what the community enjoys and to involve people on every level. Even their first event, Eggzibit, 

exemplified their approach. 
 

Just before Easter in 2007, only a few months after DPACD 

had formed as an organization, two-foot-tall plastic eggs 

decorated in all sorts of creative ways appeared throughout 

downtown. The temporary public art exhibition instantly 

became a beloved annual tradition. The eggs remain up for 

about two weeks. Eggzibit started as an arts opportunity 

only for children, “but adults just couldn’t let it alone!” 

Brenda said. “Now we have from 3-year-olds to 80-plus-

year-olds who create them.” DPACD provides the eggs and 

how-to workshops for free.  
 

“To my knowledge,” said Brenda, “this is an original idea. We did not see or hear about it somewhere 

else—we just thought it up. Like Peculiar, this event is one-of-a-kind.” 

 

Celebrating the arts and Miss Clara 
  

Festivals are another powerful means of community engagement, and DPACD held their first festival in 

2009. They named it the Clara Brierly Festival of the Arts in honor of “outsider” artist “Miss Clara” Brierly, 

who lived and painted her artwork in Peculiar from 1904 to the early 1980s,  
 

“When we made our comprehensive plan, the refrain that kept coming up was that people wanted 

everything we did to remain small-town. Our arts festival really follows that,” Brenda said. “It’s not like the 

Kansas City ones with a million booths, and we wouldn’t ever want it like that. We often just break even or 

have even lost money on the event, but we feel it is so important to our mission and our audience.” 



 

The festival has classic winning ingredients: artists’ 

booths with sales and demonstrations, a hands-on 

area for children, face painting, a henna artist, food 

vendors, a beer and wine tent with wine tastings,    

and performances.  
 

“It’s completely free to the public, even our entertain-

ment,” said Brenda. ”We’re to the point where we have 

regionally and even nationally known acts. We really 

try to make those musical pieces fit the audience who 

come so they enjoy it. 
 

“The artists who exhibit every year have developed 

a following,” Brenda said. “They’ve told me that the    

small-town friendly atmosphere gives them more ‘face time’ with the 

patrons, and they usually do as well or better than at a large festival. 

We treat them like royalty—we’ll bring them cookies, help them load 

in and out, get their stuff under cover if it starts to rain. We want them 

to be happy and to come back.” 
 

When the 2013 festival is held June 7-9, it will be under a slightly 

different name. “While not changing in approach or feel, the festival is 

undergoing a slight rebranding to communicate more clearly to our 

audience,” Brenda said. “It will be the Clara Brierly WAM—Wine, Art, 

Music—Festival going forward. We hope this will erode any 

perception barriers still up that might prevent someone who would 

love the festival (and it seems like everyone who comes has positive 

things to say!) from coming."   
 

So even with the small name change, Miss Clara continues to be 

honored, not only by the festival but in the book and DVD about her 

that DPACD produced in 2010, winning the Cass County Historical Society’s Legacy Publication Award. 

 

A campus to call home 
 

DPACD has already been able to achieve one of the essential needs for a small-town arts organization, a 

building of its own for administration, exhibits, and activities. In a story strikingly similar to Mount Vernon’s, 

the opportunity involved an abandoned church, community generosity, and a visionary City government.  
 

Peculiar’s Methodist Church was 

built in 1908 (with fence stones that 

two local farms were replacing with 

new-fashioned barbed wire). A small 

1940s brick and clapboard house 

next door was purchased in the 

1960s by the church as a parsonage. 

 When the congregation vacated the 

building for a new one in the early 

2000s, the local Peculiar Charitable 

Foundation bought half the property                                                                                                               

and the City of Peculiar bought the 

                                                                                                               other half. This farsighted move 

saved the historic church, “but when the economy did a nose dive,” Brenda said, “the City didn’t have     

the manpower to do the maintenance. The building began literally falling down.” 
 

   The DPACD campus: 1940s parsonage and 1908 stone church 



Meanwhile, DPACD was on the lookout “for a place for ourselves because we were always at the mercy   

of the kindness of others for meetings and exhibits,” Brenda said. “In fall 2011, Mary Dobson, who is the 

Foundation president and the daughter of the banker who started it, came into my office at T.C. Heating 

and Cooling [T.C. as in Tim Conway, Brenda’s husband]. I had no clue what she was going to ask, but she 

looked at me and said, ‘If we could convince the City to do it, would DPACD take that building?’ I spoke 

with our board. Something that big can destroy something as small as we are. We had to have help.  
 

“Sometimes the universe hands you a whole lot more than you ever asked for! The City and the Charitable 

Foundation actually gave us the church, the adjoining fellowship hall, the parsonage, and half a city block. 

Who does that?!? The Foundation has also given us $80,000 over three years to do renovations, with the 

understanding that we use volunteers wherever we can. The City is paying the utilities for two years.” 
 

DPACD now uses the complex for its own exhibits and workshops, and rents it for weddings, birthday 

parties, graduations, even a poker tournament. The rental fees help pay for day-to-day costs and more 

upgrades to the facility. The Clara Brierly Festival of the Arts is now held on the DPACD campus, both 

inside (“real restrooms!”) and in the yard. “Our town doesn’t have a library so we hope to put in a small 

reading room. We want to take the chapel and make it available for community theater like they’ve done in 

Mount Vernon. The parsonage will become a visitors’ center for Peculiar when we have funding.” 

 

Homegrown public art 
 

The first public art in Peculiar 

was Eggzibit, but the permanent 

public art program started with 

the first Clara Brierly Festival and 

two moribund elm trees in the 

front yard of the Conways’ home, 

which is located downtown.       

“At our first festival, we had an 

internationally known chain-saw 

art guy,” said Brenda. “He went 

at the trees live at the festival 

and turned them into a wolf and 

an owl. He was torching them, 

there were chips flying every- 

                                                                                                                     where, people loved it!” 
                                                                                                                       

“Then one day as we were getting ready for Eggzibit, Rita Lillig—she’s a local artist and one of DPACD’s 

founders—came into my office and said, ‘Brenda, I have an egg for you. But it’s a big egg. It’s six feet and 

weighs 500 pounds.’ ‘Okaaay, that one’s going to need a permanent spot!’ We worked with the elementary 

school right downtown—they were awesome. They poured the concrete pad and we did the landscaping.” 
 

The council also transformed an ugly strip at Main and 

Broadway next to the highway that bisects the downtown 

into a “sign plaza,” with the help of a donation from a local 

business, WorldWide Steel Buildings, and a local 

stonemason, a local stucco craftsman, and a local metal 

artist (“my baby brother, Travis Galloway”). “I can’t express 

to you how horrible this place looked before. It was an 

eyesore with weeds everywhere and four huge sewer pipes 

that somebody had stuck there sometime.” The pipes 

became mosaic-covered planters, decorated by DPACD 

members, the Chamber of Commerce, and local children    

at the Chamber’s Harvest Moon Festival. 

 

      From dead elm tree to public art: chain-saw transformation at the first Clara Brierly Festival 

             Rita Lillig’s giant mosaic  egg in front of Peculiar Elementary School 



Another metal artist, Steve Reddell, created “A 

Peculiar Family” from everyday metal items like gas 

tanks and spoons. “Last Christmas, there was a 

phantom holidaying-up of the family in Santa hats 

and red bows. No one to this day knows who did it. 

You can’t contrive that kind of interaction and fun!” 
  

Currently on the drawing board is The Art Shed, a 

sort of outdoor gallery hung on three walls of a newly 

built storage shed, donated by WorldWide Steel, on 

the DPACD campus. 
 

“We try every year to add a piece to what we do,” 

Brenda said. In December 2012, DPACD mounted 

their first Handcrafted Holiday show, a cooperative 

effort between DPACD members and other 

downtown businesses “to create a place and day 

where people can go from location to location to 

purchase gifts and meet local business owners.”  
 

DPACD participates in community events from the 

                                                                                     Chamber of Commerce’s annual Harvest Moon                                                                                      

Festival—“this kid-centric event allows us to chat with parents while the kids do an art project”—to the 

Mayor’s Christmas Tree Lighting, to name only a few. 
 

“Our annual fundraising dinner, The Peculiar Piccadilly & Art Auction, is also an education experience, with 

donated art,” Brenda said. “We have an annual membership drive. We have low dues even for businesses. 

We don’t get a lot of money from that but we don’t want to create a barrier. We sell sponsorships for the 

festival.” In September 2011, DPACD became a Missouri Main Street Affiliate award winner. “Under that 

grant we track our volunteer hours. We track about 4,000 per quarter and I know people haven’t even 

written all of them down. Our events, our grant writing, our administrator stuff, we do as volunteers.” 

 

Passion and persistence  
 

Everything DPACD does, Brenda said, “has 

helped our businesses, our residents, and 

people’s perceptions of our town—what they 

say when they talk about Peculiar. If you can 

keep people in your downtown for 45 

minutes, they’ll stay half a day. If they stay 

half a day, they’ll stay a whole day,  
 

“There have been people in our group who 

have come and gone, but the one thing I 

have been so impressed with, because we’re 

all volunteers, and most still have kids in 

schools and full-time jobs and all, is the 

addiction to excellence. The consistency 

of vision has been just amazing.”  
 

That vision, said Brad Ratliff, continues to 

benefit the entire region with “ready exposure to arts and diverse cultural events. Their concept and plan is 

unique and so desperately needed in Cass County and southern Jackson County. What a wonderful gift!” 
 

More about the Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture District 

▪ DPACD’s website, downtownpeculiar.com 

             Irene, Paco, and Max: Steve Reddell’s Peculiar Family 

   DPACD spreads the word at the Harvest Moon Festival about their activities 

http://www.downtownpeculiar.com/


From canoes to the cutting edge  

Steelville Arts Council 
 

The thousands of canoes that float every weekend 

through the rivers and streams all around Steelville, 

a city of 1,600 people nestled in the northern foothills of 

the Ozarks, enabled the fledgling Steelville Arts Council 

to make a big splash with their very first event.   
 

In the summer of 2011, no fewer than 21 canoes that had 

been cut in half, whimsically painted inside and out, and 

stood upright, appeared all around the town.  
 

“Our mission was to bring arts to the community and try to 

get everyone involved—and that really did it!” said Gary 

Sanders, who with Steelville businessmen Scott Perkins 

and Bob Well was a prime instigator of the new arts 

council in summer 2010. He now serves as secretary of 

its board, which along with Scott and Bob also includes 

Jack Bowles, Chris Case, Katie Nott, and Rosella 

Roberts. Ellen Bowles is volunteer coordinator. 
 

Gary is the seventh generation in his family to call 

Steelville home. He has both a house in St. Louis and a 

house and arts studio 19 miles from Steelville, out on the 

land where he grew up. He has also lived in other places, and he had actually painted a cow in Chicago for 

the 1999 Cows on Parade public art extravaganza in which more than 300 life-sized fiberglass cows were 

decorated by artists and strewn around the city. At the end of the 

summer, the cows were auctioned off to benefit local charities, 

though many purchasers left their cows up in the original locations. 

Cows on Parade was so successful that it inspired countless similar 

exhibitions worldwide—crabs in Baltimore, pigs in Cincinnati, peanuts 

in Alabama. Gary realized that for Steelville, “the floating capital of 

Missouri,” surrounded by campgrounds, cabins and resorts, canoes 

were a natural. 
 

Even though when Gary first broached the idea, “people looked at me 

like I had two heads,” the canoes were a monster hit. “They really 

matched what our area is all about. They were so visible—21 canoes 

in this little tiny town. Everyone saw them. And the arts council got so 

much publicity.” Bass Canoe Rental donated the fiberglass canoes, 

so the final auction netted $21,000. The following summer, the arts 

council had 11 canoes and made $11,000.  
 

And that was the end for the canoes. “We didn’t want people to get 

tired of it,” Gary said. Though none of the canoes was intended to be 

permanent, some are still proudly in place, “and I have an idea that 

some will always remain.”  

 

Triple play on Main Street 
 

So what do you do for an encore after a triumph like that? You can start a gallery/exhibition/performance 

space, open a shop showcasing original work by Missouri artists, buy and rehab a historic house as the 

council’s permanent home, and even hire your first paid executive director. The Steelville Arts Council has 

achieved all these in its first two and a half years of life—plus summer arts classes and field trips for 

                      Tina Heusler, the Steelville Arts Council’s first 
                           executive director, is a local artist and was  
                          already an active volunteer before she was 
                                     hired in 2012. — photo by Chris Case   



children to hear the St. Louis Symphony, a float in the 

Steelville Christmas Parade, exhibits, concerts, author meet-

and-greets, and more. 
 

The Steelville Arts Council has also changed the face of Main 

Street with much more than their new flower baskets and trash 

containers by occupying three properties that were previously 

vacant or about to be destroyed. These are now the council’s 

permanent base at the Evans House, the upscale Gallery 

Zeke, and the Yadkin Creek Mercantile gift shop. 
 

                                                                     “What happened with the Evans House,” said Gary, “was that 

the lady who lived there had died, and we knew the bulldozer was going to come, because so many of the 

beautiful old houses along Main Street had been bulldozed for things like filling stations. We’d already 

been talking about needing our own place. We approached Paul Perkins, chairman of the board of the First 

Community National Bank, whose ancestors had actually built the house, and he put up the money. That 

was just phenomenal!” 
 

The council uses the house’s two front rooms as galleries, with 

a show every month of artists who live within a 50-mile radius of 

Steelville. The house’s two upper bedrooms can house 

musicians and authors who come to Steelville for events. The 

kitchen enables the council to hold catering events. There is 

even a separate little two-bedroom house in the back yard that 

is available for a longer period of time for artists-in-residence. 
 

The council rents a storefront on Main Street for its gift shop, 

Yadkin Creek Mercantile, named for one of the area’s many 

streams. “It is chockfull of hand-crafted Missouri arts, from 

seven-dollar earrings to paintings for $500,” said Gary. “I really 

didn’t know how many artists were living in the area until we 

started the council. There’s a potter of the Wyandotte Nation—

his wife is from here so he’s here now. We have a guy who 

makes turkey callers with scrimshaw. We have a great 

glassblower in town. Their art sells like crazy at Yadkin Creek, because in these small towns people try to 

compete with WalMart, and you just can’t, so you have to have something different.” 
 

A few doors away from Yadkin Creek Mercantile is Gallery Zeke, created “as a high-end gallery you could 

set down in New York or Chicago, and it would compete just fine,” Gary said. “We do sell from there, but 

we mostly use it to showcase contemporary art whether or 

not people buy it—as a learning place. We had the work of 

an abstract artist named John Goessman here and I over-

heard a patron saying, ‘I think this guy’s been abducted by 

aliens!” In March we have Bob Hartzell, a printmaker and 

light sculptor.” Gallery Zeke is also open for musical and 

literary events such as visits by Missouri’s second Poet 

Laureate, David Clewell, and American Indian flutist Robert 

Roe. There is space for meetings and classes. 
 

In 2012 the council opened another gallery, in the Gibbs 

Center, a nursing home and retirement center. “We hang 

the art on the walls lower than normal,” he said, “so people 

can see them easily from wheelchairs.” 

 
 

            The Evans House with canoe by Gary Sanders 

          Volunteers prepare for a new fence at the Evans House 

This pot was fired by Steelville potter Rob Bowness and shown in the fall at the gallery at 
the Evans House. It depict the face of Rob’s father. — photo by Chris Case 
 



All of it is staffed by volunteers and funded by paid arts council memberships, individual donations, grants, 

and corporate support. Gary says the council has been overwhelmed by the community’s enthusiasm and 

by the support they have received from Steelville businesses. “We’ve gotten wonderful help from places 

like the People’s Bank, Steelville Manufacturing, and the Steelville Telephone Exchange, and many more.” 

Just as happened in Mount Vernon and Peculiar, the Steelville Arts Council discovered both more local 

interest in the arts and more local 

artistry than they had ever 

imagined. “For instance, at least 

60 percent of the kids who live 

here play some type of musical 

instrument. The school system is 

good—we still have our art and 

music departments.” 
. 

Over the next year, the council 

wants to create an Art Walk 

through Main Street and beyond, 

a storytelling series, and a quilt 

show of both new and vintage 

quilts. They also want to involve 

the community in hands-on 

pumpkin art and to develop plans 

for the 2013 Plein Air painting festival 

that begins on June 17. They have 

an ambitious plan to obtain a loan to buy and manage the 600-seat Meramec Music Theatre. “The theater 

already has great gospel and bluegrass programming. We want to expand that, and also work with the 

elementary and high schools so they can use it for free in exchange for volunteering.” 

 

Soup bowls and new businesses 
 

Not only do the arts intrinsically contribute to the community, but the council is committed to finding other 

ways of giving back. A prime example is their annual Empty Bowls event to benefit the Steelville Food 

Pantry sponsored by the Ministerial Alliance. “It’s a fundraiser held nationwide, where for your admission 

you get homemade soup and cake and bread, and you get to take home a little ceramic bowl,” Gary said. 

“We used to serve the soup in the bowls, but not all of them were water tight! So now we have them all 

lined up when you walk in the door, and you get to pick your favorite, first come, first served. There’s a 

silent auction and a live auction of artwork, too. All the money goes to the food pantry. The whole 

community gets involved. We’ve got ladies who’ve never made a bowl in their life who go to one of our 

artists’ studios and make bowls like crazy.” 
 

The council’s activities have been giving back to the community in less direct but no less powerful ways as 

well. Since the council began in July 2010, 14 new businesses have opened on Steelville’s Main Street.  
 

 “We work hard to get everyone in the community involved, even if they have no connection to art,” Gary 

said. “What we keep finding is that they’re so enthusiastic. When it comes to the arts, no matter if a project 

succeeds, you’ve always got something at the end of the day you didn’t have at the beginning.” 
 

(Note:  Gary’s Chicago cow now lives in his country studio. He was given the cow by the woman who had 

originally bought it at the charity auction, after she learned that remodeling efforts at McCormick Place, the 

location where the cow had been grazing for 12 years, were going to leave it without a pasture.) 
 

More about the Steelville Arts Council 

▪ Steelville Arts Council website, steelvilleartscouncil.org (Note: The original webmaster, a high school computer whiz, has 

graduated to Mizzou and been unable to keep the site updated. The council’s marketing committee is developing a new site.) 

▪ The council uses three Facebook pages as mini-websites: Steelville Arts Council, Gallery Zeke, Yadkin Creek Mercantile.  

▪ The Great Steelville Canoe Float website, thegreatsteelvillecanoefloat.com, showcases many of the canoes. 

    Los Angeles-based baseball historian Dan Epstein speaks to students at Steelville High School 
                 and reads from his book about the ‘70s, Big Hair and Plastic Grass. Later that evening,  
                                                                           he gave a talk at Gallery Zeke. — photo by Chris Case 

http://www.steelvilleartscouncil.org/
http://www.facebook.com/steelvilleartscouncil/info#!/steelvilleartscouncil
http://www.facebook.com/steelvilleartscouncil/info#!/pages/GALLERY-ZEKE/128182274013197
http://www.facebook.com/steelvilleartscouncil/info#!/pages/Yadkin-Creek-Mercantile/171081896300005?fref=ts
http://thegreatsteelvillecanoefloat.com/


Cultural mecca of the central north 

Kirksville Arts Association 
 

Although Kirksville is a small town in personality and in size, with about 17,500 residents, it is also the 

metropolis of central northeast Missouri. Rising out of the countryside on U.S. Route 63, the mid-19th-

century town is the center of a nexus of farms and little communities. Nearly every town within an hour’s 

drive—places like Memphis, 

Marceline, Edina, and 

Shelbina—has a population of 

less than 2,000. 
 

“Kirksville is the hub,” said Judy 

Neuweg, director of the 

Kirksville Arts Association. 

“People from all the little towns 

around come here to shop. 

Don’t go to our WalMart on 

Sundays—the lines are huge!” 
 

And people come to Kirksville 

for the arts. “Our mission,” Judy 

said, “is to partner and serve in 

promoting the economic and 

cultural life not only for Kirksville 

and Adair County but for north-

east Missouri’s rural communities.”  
 

Judy, who considers herself a Kirksville native “since I transplanted here from Iowa in 1965,” has been the 

Kirksville Arts Association’s part-time executive director since 2003. She volunteered as a member of the 

board of the directors for five years before that while she was still engaged in a career as a registered 

nurse. “Part-time” is her official job designation. In reality, she says, “There are many volunteer hours you 

need to put in to make everything go smoothly. It’s just one of those things!”  
 

Judy coordinates day-to-day operations and works intimately with the association’s 17-member board. 

“They are definitely a working board,” she said, “with several committees such as fundraising and 

performing arts that also include other people in the community. Our gallery is staffed entirely by 

volunteers.  A dedicated volunteer manages our website. We depend on many, many volunteers to 

support our programs and our fiscal well-being.” 

 

40 years of community arts 
 

The Kirksville Arts Association by that name 

is 18 years old, but its existence goes much 

further back, to 1973 when the Red Barn 

Community Art League was founded to 

create the Red Barn Arts & Crafts Festival. 

“Later the Kirksville Regional Arts Council 

was founded, and the two groups merged in 

1995,” Judy said. The Red Barn festival still 

takes place every September and attracts 

more than 9,000 visitors. It is the Kirksville 

Arts Association’s single biggest project. 

 
 

 

           The Kirksville Arts Center, home of the Kirksville Arts Association. The murals were created by 
                                                               local middle and high school students. — photo by Wayne Yanda 

Students from Melody’s School of Dance & Tumbling at the 
2012 Red Barn Arts & Crafts Festival — photo by Julie Seidler 



Kirksville is also a college town, home to Truman State University, the state’s premier public liberal arts 

and sciences institution; A.T. Still University, home of the Kirksville College of Osteopathic Medicine; and a 

campus of Moberly Area Community College. Judy said that the 

students are a great resource in augmenting the volunteer pool. 

“We have many student volunteers for the arts. Some are into the 

arts world; others are just looking for new things they might enjoy. 

I work with and mentor Truman students a lot.” 
 

The association takes advantage of the partnership opportunities 

that the academic institutions afford. “We work quite a bit with 

Jason Haxton, the curator of the Museum of Osteopathic 

Medicine at A.T. Still University, to bring in exhibits like the 

Smithsonian’s New Harmonies program on American roots 

music,” Judy said.  
 

Despite the Kirksville Arts Association’s venerable history, it 

did not have a permanent place to call home until 2005, when a 

successful capital campaign enabled the group to move from a 

rented office to the purchase of a hundred-year-old building in 

the heart of downtown.  
 

“Since we purchased our building, our programming has increased 

a lot,” Judy said. “We now have our Invitation to the Arts program for children after school, workshops such 

as photo editing and oil painting provided by artists in our community, our Lunch & Learn events where 

artists give presentations about their work, and exhibits that run anywhere from a month to six weeks.” 
 

Three community musical groups—a band, chorus, 

and string orchestra—performer under the Kirksville 

Arts Association’s umbrella. Judy herself is a 

charter member of the chorus, from 1998. The band 

always performs at the association’s Summer in the 

Square, a series of free concerts on the courthouse 

steps on 14 Friday nights from June to August. 
 

Though the Kirksville Arts Association is well 

established, decades away from being a scrappy 

newcomer like in Mount Vernon, Peculiar, and 

Steelville, the group keeps looking for new ways to 

connect with the community and to fund its 

programs.     
 

“We’re always looking for grants,” Judy said. “We 

are funded through the Missouri Arts Council. U.S. 

Bank has helped us, and we’ve gotten money from 

other trusts and foundations.” There are spon-

sorships for the different events. “Red Barn is a 

money-maker and we have fundraisers such as our 

Holiday House in December where we feature 

decorated trees, wreaths, and ornaments by local 

artists for sale and auction.” Both people and 

businesses can join the association as paid 

                                                                                       members to support with their dues. “Right now our 

membership is at 105 percent of our goal, and four percent more than last year. Over the past three or four 

years, I’ve noticed people I haven’t seen before at our events.” 

 

               Poster for a 2012 exhibition at the arts center 

                               The ShowMe Brass Band of Columbia at Summer on the Square 
                                                                                                     — photo by Jana Russon 



Creating a community legacy 
 

The Kirksville Arts Center is a work in 

progress, with only the first of the three floors 

having been remodeled for use. “That is one 

of our long-term goals, to someday go ‘up’!” 

Judy said.  
 

In fact, the association’s newest project 

meshed the ongoing renovation of the 

building with community engagement. 

A mural dubbed The heART of Kirksville, 

made of mosaic tiles, went up across the 

entire entrance of the Arts Center. The mural 

focused on “the things which make Kirksville 

and the surrounding area special.”  
 

People of all ages from the community each created their own personalized tiles. They glazed, fired, glued, 

grouted, sealed, and hung the tiles under the direction of artist Connie Greany of Oshkosh, Wisconsin, who 

specializes in these collaborative artworks she calls Legacy Murals. Greany was in residence in March 18-

29, and the association celebrated the installation in a special event on April 5. 
 

“We’ve been thinking about this for a good two years,” Judy said. 

“We met with the artist, but we never knew if we would be able 

to pull it off until we were approached by the Travis Freeman 

Foundation,” a local philanthropic foundation developed by a 

longtime Kirksville resident. “They have done several public art 

programs in Kirksville. They helped us when we put up murals by 

high school and middle school kids on the south side of our 

building. Because we had the backing and the support, we 

decided to do it.” 
 

Partnerships, Judy said, have always been crucial to the 

association’s success. “The outlying schools always want to 

participate in our programming and exhibits. Kirksville has a very 

active Chamber of Commerce that promotes cultural tourism. 
 

“Our greatest strength,” she said. “is simply our community. There are people from all walks of life from the 

surrounding communities who are artists. People here are interested in the arts, and they support them.” 
  

More about the Kirksville Arts Association 

▪ Kirksville Arts Association website, kirksvillearts.com 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

  

  One portion of the new Legacy Mural. The complete work flanks the entrance on 
                            Franklin Street of the Kirksville Arts Center – photo by Jane Russon  
              underneath was replaced by the Legacy Mural. — photo by Jana Russon 

 Kirksville Middle School student with her tile 
 — photo by Jana Russon 

                   Volunteers placed the tiles, coded by color into the design. on the concrete 
                boards that  were affixed to the front of the Center. — photo by Jana Russon 

       One of the unique personalized tiles that when all 
       combined form the mural – photo by Jana Russon 

http://www.kirksvillearts.com/newsite/
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-RGbQYLEvSvs/UVIfpNfBCvI/AAAAAAAACpA/I1DXWbfRYJo/s1600/KAA_LMP_WeekTwo_2_4107w.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-U2S4QdWdslo/UVJXCeZKUJI/AAAAAAAACrQ/d_K57Ns22cE/s1600/KAA_LMP_WeekTwo_3_4182w.jpg


Resources for Community Arts 
 

Missouri Arts Council (MAC) as the State agency 
supporting the arts in Missouri, and as a public leader, 
partner and catalyst, is dedicated to broadening the 
appreciation and availability of the arts in the state 
and fostering the diversity, vitality and excellence 
of Missouri’s communities, economy, and cultural 
heritage.  
▪ missouriartscouncil.org 
▪ Contact: Leslie Forrester, program specialist, 
community arts | leslie.forrester@ded.mo.gov 
| 314-340-6858 
 

Missouri Association of Community Arts 
Agencies (MACAA) is a service organization for 
community arts agencies throughout Missouri. 
MACAA provides workshops, individual consultations, 
and resource information.  
▪ macaa.net 
▪ Contact: Kristi Kittleson | Kristi@macaa.net | 417-882-3717 
 

More Resources: We have compiled a list of resources to support community leaders in their efforts to build 
creative communities, including descriptions of and links to national and regional organizations, funding 
programs, and research ranging from city design and outdoor festivals to cultural tourism and creative 
placemaking. Click here for the complete list.  

 
How to Create a Successful Community Arts Program 
 

Talk with your community first.  

“Talk with people in the community and find out if there’s a perception of a need. 

That’s how our purchase of the building for our arts center came about. We knew 

in advance from talking with our community that we were going to get donations 

and could have a successful capital campaign.” – Judy Neuweg, Kirksville Arts 

Association  
 

Connect with established community arts groups. 

“Go to other events like you want to have and question the people in charge as 

to how they did it. Get to know other art organizations in the area. They are a 

good source of info and ideas—they’ve already been there, done that.” – Steve 

Snyder, Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council  
 

Build partnerships. 

“Partner with anyone who will partner with you—the City, the Chamber of 

Commerce, the library, Kiwanis, businesses. That often makes you more 

established, and you get more help.  Often you can work for common goals and 

help each other out.” – Karen Colton-Millsap, Mount Vernon Regional Arts 

Council   
 

Get people on board who have the practical skills you need. 

“We have a good mix in our board and other volunteers—there are 

businesspeople, a lawyer, an accountant. Our executive director has great 

                                                           organizational skills. They understand the bottom line. If all you have are 

                                                           creative people, you could get yourself in trouble.” – Gary Sanders,  

                                                           Steelville Arts Council 
 

Work with your City government.  

“You have got to forge a relationship with the City. If you don’t have that, you will never get anywhere. We have 

amazing support from our City.” – Brenda Conway, Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture District 

    Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council: painting sets at The MARC 
                                                                          — photo by Steve Snyder 

                Steelville Arts Council: St. Louis folk  
                musician Ryan Spearman (left), with Mike  
                Oberst of  Cincinnati, at Gallery Zeke . 
                — photo by Chris Case 

http://www.missouriartscouncil.org/
mailto:leslie.forrester@ded.mo.gov
http://www.macca.net/
mailto:Kristi@macaa.net
https://www.missouriartscouncil.org/graphics/assets/documents/4c1d49648948.pdf


Get the details straight. 

“Never assume anything. Always clarify all the details of 

a project and get a realistic budget.” – Judy Neuweg, 

Kirksville Arts Association 
 

Make your first project high-impact. 

“Do something highly visible when your organization is 

first established. You have to show people you’re here.” 

– Brenda Conway, Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture 

District 
 

Have a support network.  

“You get to a breaking point even if you’re successful. 

That can kick you in the butt because there isn’t enough 

of your group to go around for the bigger responsibilities. 

                                                                                                 For me, the best support has been working with MACAA. 

                                                                                                 There are people to network with, and I’ve called up 

                                                                                                 Kristi Kittleson and just cried on her shoulder for an hour. 

                                                                                                 They’re always there for us.” – Brenda Conway,  

                                                                                                 Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture District 

Don’t be afraid to try anything.  

“One of the best educations is failure. When something doesn’t work out as well as you wanted, you learn from it. 

If there’s a budget and people willing to help, we’ll try it.” – Gary Sanders, Steelville Arts Council 
 

Look at the positive side of negative comments.  

“We got a letter to the editor saying, enough with these canoes! I thought, this is great, we’ve got controversy! It 

shows we’re being creative and doing something different. Even if people don’t like what you’re doing, it gives them 

something to talk about.” – Gary Sanders, Steelville 

Arts Council 
 

Keep at it even when progress is slow.  

“Don't give up!  Don't get discouraged! Especially when 

people around you tell you the arts won't work in your 

community. Every time you introduce someone to the 

arts, you are taking a baby step. Those steps 

eventually lead to more people, then a few more. 

Eventually, people don't remember when there was no 

art in your community. One day the arts just become 

part of the culture in which you live. You just have to 

wait it out until that moment arrives—the moment when 

people begin to notice a difference.” – Karen 

Colton-Millsap, Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council 
 

Make sure you can maintain your commitments. 

“Especially if you start a thing, for the sake of anyone who’ll come behind you, you’re got to follow through. If you don’t 

get it done, the next time people ask the community for help, the reaction will be ‘yeah, right.’” – Brenda Conway, 

Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture District 
 

Be prepared for the long haul. 

“If you work hard and continue to work hard at it, you can do it.” – Steve Snyder, Mount Vernon Regional Arts Council  

 

 
Images are courtesy of the organizations pictured.   

 

Fervent Volunteers Forge Small-Town Arts Triumphs was created in March 2013 for the Missouri Arts Council, a state 

agency and division of the Department of Economic Development. The Missouri Arts Council provides grants to nonprofit 

organizations that meet our strategic goals of increasing participation in the arts in Missouri, growing Missouri’s economy 

using the arts, and strengthening Missouri education through the arts. For information, contact moarts@ded.mo.gov. 
 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License.  

Please feel free to share and distribute. Attribution: Courtesy of the Missouri Arts Council, a state agency. 

      The Downtown Peculiar Arts & Culture District runs a children’s art 
      and craft booth  at the Chamber of Commerce Harvest Moon Festival. 

                                     Kirksville Arts Association: 2012 Arts & Crafts Festival 
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