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Mussatto: Revisiting bold
OKC Thunder predictions
SPORTS, 1B

The past four months have been
anything but “business as usual” for
Oklahoma Humanities.

Despite having its general operating
support grants from the National En-
dowment for the Humanities terminat-
ed in spring, the nonprofi�t grant-mak-
ing organization is soldiering on, even
introducing an abridged version of one
of its fl�agship programs.

“We’re living through history every
day ... so I think just every day is some-
thing new,” said Oklahoma Humanities
Executive Director Caroline Lowery.

As of Aug. 1, Oklahoma’s state part-
ner for the National Endowment for the
Humanities, or NEH, has offi�cially va-
cated its offi�ces on the ground fl�oor of

Readers participate in Oklahoma Humanities’ “Let's Talk About It” program in fall 2016 at Oklahoma City University. Due
to budget cuts, Oklahoma Humanities is launching in August and September the “Let's Talk About It: Abridged Version,” a
new, shortened adaptation of its signature program. PROVIDED BY OKLAHOMA HUMANITIES

TURNING
THE PAGE

Oklahoma Humanities soldiers on even
with continued threats to NEH funds

Brandy McDonnell
The Oklahoman

USA TODAY NETWORK

Oklahoma
Humanities’
offices inside
the Arts
District Garage
in Oklahoma
City, seen here
on July 29, are
mostly
emptied, with
a sign on the
door notifying
people that
the employees
are working
remotely.
BRANDY

MCDONNELL/THE

OKLAHOMAN

See HUMANITIES, Page 2A

WASHINGTON −� Republicans on the
House Oversight Committee an-
nounced Aug. 5 they have subpoenaed
a host of top Democrats and former fed-
eral law enforcement leaders from both
parties to appear for depositions in
their investigation of the Jeff�rey Ep-
stein sex traffi�cking case, including for-

mer President Bill Clinton and former
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton.

The subpoenas seek testimony “re-
lated to horrifi�c crimes perpetrated by
Jeff�rey Epstein,” according to a state-
ment issued by the committee chair-
man, Rep. James Comer, R-Kentucky.
The committee’s Republican majority
also issued a subpoena to the Depart-
ment of Justice for records related to
Epstein.

The subpoenas follow weeks of in-
tensifying drama and rare dispute be-
tween President Donald Trump, who
had a long friendship with Epstein, and
his MAGA base. In July, the Justice De-
partment and FBI issued a joint state-
ment saying they would not release Ep-
stein investigative documents in their
possession after months of promises by

Clintons among many subpoenaed in Epstein case
Josh Meyer
USA TODAY

See SUBPOENAS, Page 3A

The fi�rst new toll road to be built as
part of ACCESS Oklahoma is set to be-
gin construction by spring 2026 as op-
ponents are running low on options to
block the seizure of dozens if not hun-
dreds of homes along the route.

The $3 billion, 28-mile east-west
connector toll road will include what
will be the state’s largest bridge
(7,000-feet-long) over the South Ca-
nadian River and will connect Inter-
state 44 in Newcastle with Interstate
35.

Ladan Nelson, ACCESS Oklahoma
program manager, said the fi�rst con-
struction jobs will be let out for bids in
November with work expected to be-
gin by spring. Those fi�rst two bids, she
said, will be for bridges over the South
Canadian River and Pennsylvania Av-
enue.

“We will have other projects, in-
cluding a bridge over Santa Fe, that we
anticipate will go out for bid in 2026,”
Nelson said. “It will continue on from
I-44 to I-35 until late 2026. We expect
to fi�nish by late 2027.”

Toll road
work set
to begin
in spring
Audit, suits challenge
east-west connector

Steve Lackmeyer
The Oklahoman

USA TODAY NETWORK

See TOLL ROAD, Page 6A

The Oklahoma Supreme Court has
declined to grant a stay that would
have prevented controversial new so-
cial studies academic standards from
being implemented in state class-
rooms.

The court issued its ruling in the
case known as Randall v. Walters on
Monday, Aug. 4, with Justice James
Edmondson saying, “Petitioners’ ap-
peal for stay is denied.” The ruling did
not elaborate on other aspects of the
case.

A group of Oklahoma parents,
teachers and religious leaders hadfi�led
the lawsuit July 1, asking the Oklaho-
ma Supreme Court to assume original
jurisdiction of the case – bypassing
the district court – and throw out the
new standards.

The standards, backed by Republi-
can state schools Superintendent
Ryan Walters, have gained national at-
tention for their multiple mentions of
the infl�uence of Christianity in the
United States. They also cover de-
bunked claims about the 2020 presi-
dential election. The standards are

Court won’t
halt school
curriculum
State justices affi�rm new
social studies standards

Murray Evans
The Oklahoman

USA TODAY NETWORK

See STANDARDS, Page 3A
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The Oklahoman seeks to investigate
and correct any factual error that
appears in the newspaper or online.
If you see an item that may require
a correction, please contact the
appropriate reporter or editor. Or, go
to help.oklahoman.com/contact-us.

OUR COMMITMENT
TO ACCURACY

Lord, thank You for giving us friends
who stay close and loyal when we find
ourselves in troubled times. Amen.

TODAY’S PRAYER

Email us: newstips@oklahoman.com

NEWS TIPS?

There are six regular drawings in the
Oklahoma lottery, including PowerBall,
Mega Millions, Lucky for Life, Lotto
America, Cash 5 and Pick 3.
Visit www.lottery.ok.gov or call
1-405-522-7700 between 8 a.m. to
5 p.m. Monday through Friday for
daily winning numbers.

LOTTERY
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aboutyoursubscription.oklahoman.com. Contact The Oklahoman
for questions or to report issues at 877-987-2737.
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h Monday-Friday: 8:00 a.m.-5:00 p.m.
h Saturday: 7:00 a.m.-11:00 a.m.
h Sunday: 7:00 a.m.-11:00 a.m.

Full access print and digital subscriptions
Subscribe and save today by visiting oklahoman.com.

The print Newspaper in Education program has been discontinued.
Funds supporting this program are being redirected to the College
Readership Program. If you have any questions, please contact
877-987-2737.
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The Oklahoman’s summer internship
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grant from the Kirkpatrick Foundation.
The Oklahoman retains editorial con-
trol.
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As good as (Blue &) Gold
What are your favorite recipes using
Blue & Gold products? Have a
family-favorite or crowd-pleaser
recipe that you have to make every
time you get an order of sausage,
bacon or chicken tenders?

We want to know!
Scan the QR code to
email your best Blue &
Gold recipes for a
chance to be featured
in a future recipe

collection. Or send an email to to
jbwilliams@oklahoman.com.

Diddy denied bail again after
multimillion-dollar bond request

Sean “Diddy” Combs, who remains
jailed ahead of his October sentencing,
has been denied bail again after the
rapper and his legal team requested
that he be released on a $50 million
bond.

U.S. District Court Judge Arun Sub-
ramanian, who presided over Combs’
sex-traffi�cking trial in Manhattan, de-
nied Combs’ renewed attempt in an or-
der fi�led Aug. 4. Combs’ attorneys
asked the judge in a July 29 fi�ling to re-
lease Combs on the multimillion-dol-
lar bond and allow him to live in his Mi-
ami mansion – instead of a federal
prison in Brooklyn – as he awaits sen-
tencing.

Subramanian said in the order the
embattled hip-hop mogul, who was
convicted in July on two counts of
transportation to engage in prostitu-
tion, has failed to prove he won’t be a
danger to the public, orfl�ee, if released.

The judge also cited his recent rul-
ing that denied Combs’ immediate re-
lease after the conclusion of his crimi-
nal trial on July 2, which highlighted
Combs’ past history of domestic vio-
lence.

Combs’ latest bail denial comes af-
ter the Grammy-winning rapper fi�led
another request with the court seeking
to overturn his trial verdict, which also
saw Combs be acquitted on top
charges of racketeering and sex traf-
fi�cking.

PEOPLE IN THE NEWS

the Arts District Parking Garage in
downtown Oklahoma City. As a cost-
cutting measure, Oklahoma Human-
ities’ staff� is working remotely.

“Closing our physical offi�ce space
was one of those fl�exibility-minded de-
cisions that our board was able to make.
And it’s what the moment requires,”
Lowery said.

After initially pausing the fall 2025
session of its “Let’s Talk About It” book
club program, Oklahoma Humanities is
launching in August and September the
“Let’s Talk About It: Abridged Version,”
a new, shortened program that’s still of-
fering libraries, museums, correctional
centers and more the chance to literally
start a new chapter.

“’Let’s Talk About It’ is the longest-
running program at Oklahoma Human-
ities, celebrating its 40th anniversary
this year,” Program Offi�cer Rayne Mc-
Kinney said in an email. “It’s this lon-
gevity and stability that allowed us to
quickly adapt the program to the cur-
rent, uncertain circumstances.”

Created in 1965 as an independent
federal government agency, the Nation-
al Endowment for the Humanities sup-
ports research and learning in history,
literature, philosophy and other areas
of the humanities by funding selected,
peer-reviewed proposals from across
the country.

As the nonpartisan, nonprofi�t state
affi�liate of the NEH, Oklahoma Human-
ities typically receives an annual ap-
propriation from the federal agency.

On average, the organization funnels
more than $250,000 of its federal funds
back into communities across the
Sooner State by awarding grants to mu-
seums, libraries, universities, historical
societies and more.

As part of the controversial and of-
ten chaotic cuts by the Trump admini-
stration’s Department of Government
Effi�ciency, or DOGE, more than 1,000
NEH grants were suddenly terminated
in April.

That includes grants provided to
every state humanities council, includ-
ing Oklahoma Humanities, which has
administered the distribution of more
than $42 million in federal funds
from the NEH in the Sooner State since
1971.

With the cancellation of Oklahoma
Humanities’ two open general operat-
ing support grants, the state had about
$1 million a year in federal funds
stripped away.

Also in April, the University of Okla-
homa lost more than $1million as sever-
al of its researchers had open NEH
grants suddenly terminated.

In May, President Donald Trump un-
veiled a budget proposal that included
$163 billion in spending cuts to non-
military programs, as well as plans to
eliminate the NEH, National Endow-
ment for the Arts and Institute of Mu-
seum and Library Services.

Also in May, the Mellon Foundation
announced a $15 million emergency
funding commitment to the Federation
of State Humanities Councils in re-
sponse to the federal funding cuts.

The New York-based foundation
provided an immediate $200,000 for
Oklahoma Humanities, plus an addi-
tional $50,000 available as a matching
grant.

“That just gave us breathing room to
fi�gure everything out. ... We’ve raised
$40,000 of the $50,000 in the match-
ing funds, so that’s been a huge relief,”
Lowery said, adding that donations
Oklahoma Humanities receives
through December count toward the
match.

“We’re so thankful for our donors.
The Kirkpatrick Family Fund was able
to give us $20,000 of the Mellon match
... and just the whole state has risen to
the moment and helped us.”

What is the status of Oklahoma
Humanities’ programs?

Despite facing signifi�cant layoff�s
this summer due to the funding
cuts, the NEH on Aug. 1 announced
$34.79 million in grants for 97
humanities projects across the country,
including the largest grant awarded
in the agency’s history: $10 million

to the University of Virginia to support
expedited completion of editorial work
on important papers related to the Dec-
laration of Independence, the Ameri-
can Revolution and the Founding Era to
mark the nation’s 250th anniversary in
2026.

Also included in the latest NEH grant
announcement: An Oklahoma State
University collaborative research pro-
ject, led by assistant history professor
Merle Eisenberg, received $248,786. Ti-
tled “Pandemic and History: Disease,
Myth, and the End of Antiquity,” the
OSU project involves research and writ-
ing leading to a book on thefi�rst record-
ed plague pandemic, which lasted from
around 541 to 750, and the evolution of
the narratives about it.

In addition to awarding grants, Okla-
homa Humanities provides three free
programs: Oklahoma Humanities mag-
azine; Museum on Main Street, a part-
nership with the Smithsonian Institu-
tion that brings traveling exhibits to ru-
ral Oklahoma communities; and “Let’s
Talk About It,” the traveling statewide
book club that brings people together in
conversation.

“The grants we give out, those are on
hold,” Lowery said. “We are still invest-
ed in our educational publication, our
Oklahoma Humanities magazine. We
have decided that, for the fall issue, we
are going digital to save on print costs.
We always produce a digital version so
that it’s free and accessible on our web-
site. We’re just also not printing 10,000
to 15,000 copies.”

“‘Let’s Talk About It,’ that is primari-
ly supported through private fundrais-
ing eff�orts; the only federal funds that
uses is the staff� salary,” Lowery said.
“That was a really small gap we had to
make up. So, we felt really comfortable
moving forward ... but the unsurety of
the situation led us to do the abridged
version.”

Instead of the usual fi�ve-book for-
mat, the abridged version involves a
one-time, scholar-led reading and
discussion program exploring one
book.

Host communities still receive a sti-
pend to cover all costs, and titles picked
range from Alice Walker’s “The Color
Purple” and Bram Stoker’s “Dracula” to
Billie Letts’ “Where the Heart Is” and
Carolyn Hart’s “Letter from Home.”

In addition, correctional centers in
Atoka, Boley, Hodgen, Holdenville,
McLoud and Taft are hosting the pro-
gram to serve Oklahomans experienc-
ing incarceration.

“In a number of the correctional fa-
cilities, we’re the only cultural pro-
grams. ... We’re also in rural or isolated
areas that just don’t have access to this

kind of programming,” Lowery said.
“Some of the libraries have done it ev-
ery year for 40 years ... So, we’re happy
to be fl�exible and pivot.”

What is the future of Oklahoma
Humanities as budget
negotiations continue on Capitol
Hill?

Budget negotiations on Capitol Hill
are a major concern for arts and hu-
manities advocates, organizations and
agencies.

Phoebe Stein, president of the Feder-
ation of State Humanities Councils,
said that the councils channel NEH
funding back into local communities to
“foster the cultural vibrancy needed to
draw in tourism and economic invest-
ment, connect neighbors through con-
versation, and inspire civic engage-
ment.”

“Their eff�ectiveness and fairness in
bringing federal dollars back to states,
where they leverage funds at least 2:1, is
one reason humanities councils have
bipartisan support in Congress and
why Congress has consistently chosen
to fund the NEH and councils over the
past fi�ve decades,” Stein said in an
email to The Oklahoman.

“Any cuts (to) federal humanities
funding will negatively impact our na-
tion’s schools, museums, libraries, his-
toric sites, and community nonprofi�ts.”

In July, the House Interior Appropri-
ations Subcommittee recommended a
35% cut to the NEH, which would set its
fi�scal year 2026 budget at $135 million,
down from $207 million.

But the Senate Interior Appropria-
tions Subcommittee followed by in-
cluding $207 million for the NEH in its
funding bill recommendations for next
year.

In September, following the August
congressional recess, both the House
and Senate Interior Appropriations
bills go to the fl�oors of their respective
chambers.

For Lowery, though, it’s hard to trust
the usual budget process after Oklaho-
ma Humanities had its operating funds
yanked away this year.

“The president’s budget had us ze-
roed out. Congress said, ‘No, we broadly
support this, as do our constituents. We
want this funding. In fact, state coun-
cils, here’s more money.’ So, we’re
watching it, and it seems like good
news. But so much has happened,” she
said.

“We still haven’t resolved the issue of
what happens if the president doesn’t
spend the money the way Congress
said it should be spent, and that is so
above our heads and pay grade.”

From left, Caroline Lowery, Derrick Sisney and Mack Savala talk during the April
13, 2024, opening of the Smithsonian Institution’s traveling exhibit “Voices &
Votes: Democracy in America” at the Nowata Historical Society & Museum in
Nowata. PHOTO BY CHELSI LEBARRE/OKLAHOMA HUMANITIES

Humanities
Continued from Page 1A

“The president’s budget had us zeroed out. Congress said,

‘No, we broadly support this, as do our constituents. We

want this funding. In fact, state councils, here’s more

money.’ So, we’re watching it, and it seems like good news.

But so much has happened.”
Caroline Lowery,
Executive director, Oklahoma Humanities


