 Kevin Hewston                                                                                                                 August 20, 2010

                                                                                                                         Words: 1,680 

Greek American Heritage Society seeks donations for Greek             museum as city of Philadelphia retards progress

     When Greek American Heritage Society of Philadelphia (GAHSP) Founder and President Mary Creticos donated the first six hundred thousand dollars towards building a uniquely Greek museum in Philadelphia, she, began a movement, so to speak, to "bring our glorious past into the present” of which Hellenes from the tri-state and East Coast—maybe even the world—can be proud.

     "Philadelphia should have one [museum] because they have one in Chicago, they have one in New Orleans, they have one in California, New York, and Missouri, and so we should be in the crowd," she said in a July 19, 2010 interview at Hobo’s restaurant in Quakertown, Pa. Besides, "every college has [a Greek section], but none is there specifically just for ourselves."

     That is the hope, anyway. The $50,000 deposit for the museum property at S. 13th and Locust Streets was rejected last September by the Redevelopment Authority of the City of Philadelphia (RDA), which currently owns the building as a maintenance facility. The GHASP never heard of the rejection until one month later, according to GAHSP committee member Peter B. Christie.

     “We’re waiting for confirmation from the city, and, once we receive it, things will start rolling,” said Director of Operations Paul Kotrotsios, who joined the GAHSP Board of Directors in 2007. At least to him, the museum—even before creating a full committee and planning events—should be finalized, in that order.

     Unfortunately, confirmation may take quite a while. Terry Gillen, who was appointed in June 2008 by Philadelphia Mayor Michael Nutter—the RDA chairman of the five-member board of directors that governs the public government agency and the person who also has the power to appoint the entire board—as executive director of the RDA, isn’t forthcoming on plans to give up the building, according to Christie.

     Christie, who serves as GAHSP vice president, secretary and treasurer, has not spoken to her since he was in public office some time ago.

     “I think she has us confused with a church organization,” he said.

     Gillen, however, said in an op-ed published in The Philadelphia Inquirer on July 6, 2010 that the agency’s legal standards strive for fairness for all developers. Gillen said this in light of a case regarding the ultimate development of a Mormon church on the Parkway at 17th and Vine Streets. In that instance, the RDA threatened to seize the property from developer Stephen Klein for letting it sit fallow but ended up negotiating with him instead.

     “There’s no bid [momentarily], so what good are the plans? said Christie, who is Creticos’ nephew.

     In the meantime, Christie is all ready to go with chosen architect Fred Zeipter of Bryn Mawr, Pa, who will oversee the museum’s construction.

          Viewing himself as liaison, Kotrotsios seems optimistic that the city will approve the bid and museum plans. He is on amicable terms with the Delaware County government, he says, and has the support of not only many in the local and national Hellenic-American community, but also of such players as the Greek Ministry of Tourism and the President of the new Acropolis Museum in Athens, professor Dimitrios Pandermalis, whom Cristie visited with briefly on his June trip to Greece as well as the creative director of the Hellenic Children’s Museum in Athens. Also, mayors of the cities of Philadelphia and Thessaloniki signed a trade and cultural agreement in 2004 to promote business and culture between the two cities, of which Kotrotsios spoke about at Estia restaurant in Philadelphia, Pa. on Jan. 10, 2010. The agreement the pact has created continues each Hermes Expo in talks between the port authorities of the two cities and an exchange program—factors, Kotrotsios hopes, that will likely garner support for the museum.

      “We have alerted all the leaders here in Philadelphia, all the societies, and especially the Hellenic Federation,” Kotrotsios said. “The Hellenic National Council knows about it, and also so do many organizations, communities, and so many people in the vicinity…” he said at Hobo’s restaurant.

      Supportive Philadelphia City Council members William K. Greenlee and Frank DiCicco, who is in the planned museum’s district, are among the Philadelphia leaders. DiCicco has a letter on his desk asking him to convince the city to let GAHSP acquire property, but there has been no word yet on his formal actions as of press time.

      Christie hopes to get an endorsement from Gov. Edward Rendell, who appointed Gillen as Deputy Commerce Director for the city of Philadelphia in 1992.

      Now, the GAHSP is in the process of collecting initial funding for the museum and beginning a capital campaign, which could amount to around $4 million in a building and funding program. The GAHSP has received about $640,000 in donations to date, according to Christie.

     But “we’re not sure yet,” said Michael Pahides, who is an associate working on the project. “We’re still in the planning phase,” he told this reporter on a call from the museum site yesterday. He was there with Christie, who was involved in grant writing in the GAHSPs intent to outreach to foundations as well as to public and not-for-profit corporations in the search for monetary donations—perhaps their greatest need right now.

     Of the three buildings that Christie saw, including one at Ninth and Cherry Streets and one at 149 S. Hancock Street in Old City—the famous Bouvier Building, the building at S. 13th and Locust streets had the most appeal to him.

     “The building is in one of the ideal places for tourist traffic,” Christie said, explaining that there are museums such as the Philadelphia Museum of Art, Franklin Institute, Please Touch Museum, and the National Liberty Museum. African-Americans, Poles, Jews, and Swedes are represented with their own museums, too—but there is no Greek distinction. This museum, if it materializes, will be “close to the museum area or district of Philadelphia,” Kotrotsios, said. Besides, the building site of the future museum lies around the corner from The Historical Society of Pennsylvania, located at 1300 Locust Street, and the Library Company of Philadelphia, which lies at 1314 Locust Street and houses a portrait of its colonial founder, Benjamin Franklin—Christie’s favorite historical figure.

     Regarding the National Liberty Museum, Kotrotsios, said that its managers have given the GAHSP, which has a promotional booth every Hermes Expo, one week next January for “a seminar, a symposium, an exhibition, a dinner—perhaps a luncheon” at no cost to the society. Another future event in the works for next May is the Second Annual Greek American Heritage Festival in Rose Tree Park, which benefits Philadelphia school districts across the ethnic divide “because that’s your [Mary Creticos’] vision.”

     Once finally completed, the museum, which will educate American children five years to 16 years about the impact of Greece in America, will be less of a place of “statues and stones,” as Christie put it, and more of a place where “10,000…young people can learn about themselves and Greek ideals, values, and philosophy to become self-reliant and good citizens of society,” as Pahides said. Focusing mainly on early Hellenic history from the Trojan War to the age of Alexander the Great, children will learn about the “teachings, ideals, culture, and ethos of Hellenism,” according to the GAHSP Web page, that are, according to Christie and others, no longer taught in school. Topics will examine Greek architecture, astrology, math, language, shipping, physics, mythology, Olympics, theatre, drama, poetry, temples, philosophy, epic poetry, chemistry, culture, sanitation, commerce, geography, medicine, writers, comedy, sculpture, monuments, democracy, virtues, values, and their contributions to the world in such areas as wine (Greeks were the first to grow) and bagpipes (Greeks were the first to create and use).

     In some ways, stepping into the planned museum’s children-focused lower floor will be like stepping into the educational Greek exhibit, “Gods, Myths, and Mortals: Discover Ancient Greece,” designed for the similar age group of six and up. Youngsters will likely see Athena, Socrates, columns, and a large Trojan horse—all for what Christie hopes can be replicated at a fraction of the cost. According to the GAHSP Web site, special exhibits such as the aforementioned exhibition from the New York museum will be on loan as well. The upper floor, also open to children, will describe local and other history. Other museum features will include a 360-degree theatre, similar to the likes of the Children’s Museum and Disney World. The fifth century B.C. vase, donated by Esther Pavlides of New Jersey, will come out from its vault and be prominently displayed, as will other artifacts currently in archives. A library and study area will also occupy space on the permanent site in the city of Philadelphia on which the museum is to be built.

     “We encourage cooperation with all the community,” Kotrotsios said to this reporter. “We need every Hellenic person, every Hellenic person of extraction, and every Hellenic person of education—professional people who excel themselves in presenting themselves to the world today. We need good people to work toward implementation.”

     “We’re hoping that we can get some contributions, GAHSP President and Founder Mary Creticos said during the interview at Hobo’s restaurant, “and that we make it grow and grow.”

     The GAHSP earned its 501 3(c) certification from the IRS on Jan. 10, 2005. For more information about the organization and plans, visit: http://www.greekamericanheritagesocietyofphiladelphia.org/home or call 610-356-5329. Monetary donations (can be made in someone’s memory, confidential, or matched); “charitable gifts of cash, appreciated securities, real estate, personal property, business interests, IRAs/Retirement Plans, life insurance, and other assets;” volunteers; sponsorships; and donated historic artifacts are all needed. “A donation of $5,000 or more will warrant you a position on our board. A donation of $50,000 or more will warrant you a ten-year membership as a founder,” the Web site says.

     For the first installment of HNAtv, in which Paul Kotrotsios interviews GAHSP founder Mary Creticos at Hobo’s restaurant in Quakertown, Pa., visit: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5d3F87HZmX4 or type in Mary Creticos in the search bar on the Web site. 

