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  PREFACE




  The first edition of this book was published in September 2012. It took me a couple of months to stop smiling every time I thought about it; I was an author! When I was growing up in the 1980s in Nebraska City, I either wanted to be a writer or an astronaut. It usually depended on the day.


  Since 2012, I’ve continued writing, but I’ve also pursued other interests. I taught art at a local high school for a couple of years, I took over coaching duties of a nationally recognized academic decathlon team at the same high school, and I started working on public art projects, both as an organizer and as an artist.


  When the chance to do this second edition came up, I didn’t hesitate. I already had many ideas of new things to include; for several months after the first edition came out, many people approached me out of the blue with unique tidbits and stories of Nebraska lore that they thought I should have included in the book. So, I took notes. Lots and lots of notes. Not all of those tidbits made it into this edition. For example, I couldn’t find enough information to craft a story on Dr. Brewster, the rural doctor who made house calls to farmers in his airplane. . . and knew at which houses to stop because the farmers would climb their windmills and tie white sheets to the top of their flag poles (and subsequently give him a good reading of wind speed and direction).


  However, the extra stories I have included—not to mention the biographies—are first edition-worthy tales. They could have been in that 2012 book and I am beyond humbled to be able to share their details here.


  I hope you enjoy learning something new about Nebraska—or perhaps being reminded of something forgotten that you once knew. History continues to be made every day in Nebraska and we are blessed to witness it.




  
  
  TWELVE MILLION YEARS AGO


  Graveyard Watering Hole

  

  

  The ash fell like snow from the darkened sky. Several inches covered the ground and more was falling. By the time the ash stopped raining down onto the earth, over a foot had blanketed the savannah. The winds picked up and cleared ash from higher grounds, drifting it deep over the low-lying areas. The animals gathered at a watering hole did not understand the danger until it was too late.


  The gently rolling farmland we see in northeast Nebraska now does not look like the prairie of twelve million years ago. During the age of the dinosaurs, Nebraska lay under a vast inland sea. As the eons rolled by, the seas receded. The dinosaurs disappeared and other animals began to evolve. Those animals closely resembled modern creatures, but there were differences. Three-toed horses, a giraffe-camel, four-tusked elephants; these were the creatures that wandered the warm, jungle-like plains twelve million years ago.


  The ash fall was the result of a volcanic explosion that occurred a thousand miles away in what is now Idaho. The blast from the supervolcano has been classified as larger than both the Krakatoa explosion in 1883 and the Mount St. Helens explosion of 1980. Within hours, the ash spread like a blizzard to the east of the original explosion site, covering everything in its tracks.


  The smaller creatures at the watering hole in northeast Nebraska were the first to die, just hours after the ash fall began: frogs, pond turtles, hedgehogs, birds. Over the next few days, medium-sized animals met their deaths as well, many from suffocation from the heavy ash fall. As horses, saber-toothed deer, and bone-crushing dogs, so named by scientists because of their powerful build, ate the ash-covered grass in the area, their lungs filled with ashy residue and their breathing became labored. The largest animals held on to life for a few weeks, but soon succumbed as well. These animals included barrel-bodied rhinos, camels, and even elephants.


  
  
  Nebraska was the thirty-seventh state to join the United States of America.

  

  

  
  The deaths were quick. The animals lay where they collapsed, often herded together. As the bodies piled up, so did the ash. The wind continued to blow, covering the carcasses with even more ash—up to ten feet deep. The ash protected the dead animal bodies from natural decay and also from scavengers.


  Fast forward twelve million years.


  It was a clear spring day in 1971. Heavy rains the day before had eroded part of a gully on the perimeter of a field belonging to a farmer named Melvin Colson. The dirty, gray skull of a baby rhino was exposed. Colson, intrigued by what he saw, immediately contacted the staff of the University of Nebraska State Museum. Museum paleontologists rushed to the site to investigate. As they carefully dug around the rhino skull, the complete skeleton soon emerged, with even the most delicate bones intact. Scientists were excited about the discovery; the ash preserved the skeletons in near-perfect condition, creating a snapshot of animal life during that time.


  Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park is now a designated National Natural Landmark. Excavation has been ongoing since the 1970s and more species are being uncovered each year. More than one hundred complete rhino skeletons have been uncovered, including a mother rhino with a fetus still intact in her belly. There have been more rhino skeletons than any other animal uncovered at the site.


  In addition, more than fifty species of animals and plants have been identified at the site. There are familiar animals like shrews, moles, lizards, gophers, and bats. The unfamiliar species include the giraffe camel, a horned rodent, and an oreodont, which is a leaf-eating mammal.


  Today, an eighteen-thousand-square-foot open air barn covers the current excavation site. Visitors can watch pale-ontologists at work in the barn, slowly and carefully brushing ash from skeletal remains. The Ashfall Fossil Beds site offers a glimpse into life in the area twelve million years ago.




  
  
  TEN THOUSAND YEARS AGO


  Battle of the Mammoths

  

  

  It was mating season. Two bull mammoths both had their eyes on one superb specimen of a female mammoth. She flirted with both and ignored both in equal amounts and their frustrations rose. It seemed imperative that one of them mate with her soon. The bull mammoths knew about each other. The huge animals had warily shared space, but now it was time to mate. There could be no more competition.


  The mammoths might have been able to sense that big change was coming. Their time of roaming the vast plains of what is now North America was coming to a close. The Earth was warming and the Ice Age was ending.


  One of the bull mammoths shook his shaggy head and bellowed a challenge to the other. His massive thirteen-foot frame rocked back and forth on tree trunk–sized legs as he dared his foe to come closer.


  The other mammoth responded in kind. He lumbered up to the challenger and roared back, swinging his curved tusks back and forth.


  The female mammoth watched with interest from a nearby hill. She would mate with the mammoth who won the fight, whichever proved to be the stronger animal.


  The two bull mammoths met in a clash of ivory and fur, each trying to get the best of the other. Tusks slashed. Legs kicked. Heads butted.


  The mammoths were evenly matched. The fight lasted most of the daylight hours. Finally, one of the mammoths twisted his head close to the other and locked their tusks together. Pushing and straining, he attempted to bring down his enemy.


  The other mammoth struggled to get his tusks loose. He bellowed in fury and fear when he realized he was stuck. He couldn’t break free.


  
  
  The word Nebraska comes from the Oto Indian word for “flat water.”

  

  

  The first mammoth knew he had won. He gathered up all his remaining strength and pushed one last time.

  
  The second mammoth took a short step backward, but missed his footing and slipped. He went down hard and felt a searing pain in his head. The tusk from his opponent had gone right into his eye.


  The beaten mammoth tried to rise, but he couldn’t get his legs under himself. The pain from his wounds began to overwhelm him and he sank back on the ground. He knew he had lost.


  The first mammoth bawled in victory and attempted to raise his head to look for his prize. But something was wrong. His head wouldn’t move. He tugged harder and harder to no avail. The tusks of the winner and loser were so tightly twisted together that the winner could not get loose.


  The mammoth tried all through the night to get free. The other mammoth lay where he had died, his body weight prohibiting the winning mammoth from untangling the tusks.


  Finally, the mammoth gave up. Rolling his eyes toward where the female had been during the fight, he saw her turn and walk away. She would mate with neither one now. They had both failed.


  The days passed and the mammoth grew weaker. He continued to try, in vain, to free himself from his prison. Finally, his knees buckled and he sank to the ground in front of his foe. His time was over as well.


  Ten thousand years later, long after the Ice Age passed and humans populated the area, the remains of the woolly mammoths were found. In July of 1962, an electrical line was being laid on a ranch near Crawford, Nebraska. Two soil conservation workers spotted a large bone poking out of the earth. They halted their work and took the bone to local University of Nebraska State Museum employees. Digging soon began in the area and the body of a mammoth was uncovered.
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  The workers were surprised to find a large tusk positioned with its point coming toward the mammoth and at first assumed the tusk had broken off the animal when it died. Soon, however, more digging showed the intertwined tusks and the second mammoth. Just as the mammoths couldn’t get free of each other ten thousand years ago, neither could the museum workers untangle the tusks. The bodies of the mammoths were removed from the ground in one large piece with the tusks still joined.


  How the two animals died is not known for certain, although the story illustrated above is the accepted theory. Soon after the mammals died, their bodies were covered with a thick layer of silt and preserved in excellent condition. The remains are now displayed at the Trailside Museum of Natural History in Fort Robinson State Park, just a few miles from where they were found and where they had lain for thousands of years.




  
  
  1804


  Private Shannon Gets Lost

  

  

  Private George Shannon knew that today was the day he was destined to die. His body was weak from lack of food. Fresh water was in short supply. He was out of ammunition for his gun.


  Shannon stood on the south bank of the Missouri River. It was September 11, 1804, and he had been wandering in what is now northeast Nebraska for nearly two weeks, living on wild grapes and a rabbit he had killed by shooting a sharpened stick from the barrel of his gun.


  But the food was gone and so was Shannon’s energy. He sank to his knees on the muddy bank and then leaned back against a tree. He would wait here for a trading boat. They sometimes came south on the Missouri River from the Mandan Indian villages in the Dakotas to the north. Sometimes. Shannon rubbed his tired eyes. He didn’t really want to die; he was only twenty years old, the youngest member of the Corps of Discovery under the command of Meriwether Lewis and William Clark. Only he wasn’t part of the Corps any more. They were long gone, Shannon was sure, on their way west to find passage to the Pacific Ocean. Shannon had been so proud to have been chosen to join the Corps.


  Private George Shannon knew the chances of a trading boat finding him in time were slim. He closed his eyes and fell asleep, all alone, on the banks of the Missouri River.
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  Two weeks earlier, on August 27, 1804, Private Shannon had volunteered to search for a herd of horses that had gotten separated from the main group. He never returned. To the men of the Corps, the disappearance of Shannon was a distressing blow.


  Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, the leaders of the Corps of Discovery, had little hope they would ever find Private Shannon. The two men stood at the prow of the keelboat that was being rowed upstream by a determined group of men. Shannon was the second loss for the Corps; Sergeant Charles Floyd had died just a few weeks prior from a mystery illness (probably acute appendicitis). Lewis and Clark were discussing what, if anything, could be done to help find Shannon.


  “I don’t want to send any more of our men out to look for him,” Clark said to Lewis in a low tone. “Private Colter went searching for Shannon and the lost horses but didn’t find a trace of either one.”


  Lewis nodded in agreement. “President Jefferson wants our mission to succeed,” he said, “even if that means we lose a few men. I don’t think there is anything more we can do for Shannon.”


  Lewis gazed back at the men struggling to move the keelboat farther upriver. The Corps was a group of about three dozen men, all picked by Lewis for this arduous journey west. The Corps had begun their adventure in May of 1804 and with no idea of how long it would take to cross the uncharted land of middle America. All of the men knew there were unknown dangers awaiting them on their journey, but so far, with the exception of the death of Sergeant Floyd, things had gone fairly smoothly.


  This was all President Thomas Jefferson’s idea. The year before, in 1803, Jefferson had negotiated with France to purchase the Louisiana Territory. The land, which measured nearly 830,000 square miles, had never been fully explored by France and now it belonged to the United States. The Louisiana Territory stretched from the Gulf of Mexico in the South to the Rocky Mountains in the West. With the purchase of the territory, the United States doubled her size.


  Jefferson asked Meriwether Lewis, his personal secretary, to lead a group of men across the wilderness and find a water route to the West Coast. Lewis, William Clark, and more than thirty others signed up for the mission. They were concerned about disease and sickness, such as what had killed Sergeant Floyd, but their biggest worries were of the Indians they knew were out there.


  Lewis suddenly straightened and pointed ahead to a low spot on the south bank of the river. “Look there,” he shouted. “Is that a man?”


  The keelboat surged to the left as the men tried to bring her in close to the bank. There, under the shade of a cottonwood tree, was Private George Shannon.
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  “. . . A man had like to have Starved to death in a land of Plenty for the want of Bulletes or Something to kill his meat.”


  Meriwether Lewis closed his journal and looked at the man sleeping on the pallet beside him. Private Shannon had been near death when they found him under the cottonwood tree. Lewis still had trouble believing Shannon was alive. Shannon had spoken a little of his two weeks alone in the wilderness, and swore that if he ever was away from the Corps again he would take extra bullets for his gun. Shannon had also said he firmly believed the Corps had already traveled ahead of him on the Missouri River, steadily working their way westward. He didn’t know how many miles he had covered since he left the Corps in late August to search for the lost horses, but he always stayed to the south of the Missouri River.


  
  
  The state capital of Nebraska is Lincoln.

  

  

  After nursing Shannon back to health, the Corps moved onward and westward, searching for a waterway that would take them straight to the Pacific Ocean. Although they never did find such a waterway, the mission was deemed a success when the Corps returned east two years later. Sergeant Floyd was the only fatality. The Indians met by the Corps on their journey were friendly and helpful, for the most part, and even assisted the Corps by providing food and guides.


  Meriwether Lewis continued to record tidbits in his journal, including new and unusual plants and animals encountered by the Corps
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