
  
    Land of Cather and Cranes

  


  South-central Nebraska is the land that inspired Pulitzer Prize winner Willa Cather to write: “There was nothing but land: not a country at all, but the material out of which countries are made.” This is the land that draws the world’s largest concentration of sandhill cranes; up to a half million birds come to the Platte River area in the late winter months. This is the land that saw the passing of immigrants on the Oregon Trail and the Mormon Trail, who watched as Pony Express riders raced across the lands. This is where Kool-Aid was created and one-of-a-kind museums, historic forts, water recreation, a round barn, and memorabilia from Hollywood stars such as Henry Fonda and David Janssen await your visit.


  Sherman and Howard Counties


  Sherman Reservoir, in northeast Sherman County, is popular with boaters, anglers, and campers. There are 65 miles of shoreline, and there is a surface area of nearly 3,000 acres. Drainage areas off the main reservoir provide bays and coves with outstanding fishing opportunities. Walleye fishing is good in the spring, largemouth bass and crappie are good from mid-spring to early summer, and summer brings bites from white bass and catfish. Recreation sites scattered around the reservoir have primitive camping, day-use facilities, drinking water, vault toilets, and shelters. Sherman Reservoir is a good place to get away from it all. It is 4 miles east and 1 mile north of Loup City from Highway 92. A park permit is required. The telephone number is (308) 745-0230; outdoornebraska.gov/Sherman.
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  Here’s an interesting historical fact: Loup City, near the Sherman Reservoir at the junction of Highways 58, 92, and 10 in Sherman County, was the site of a Depression-era farm strike led by the famous Communist organizer Ella Reeve “Mother” Bloor. On June 14, 1934, violence erupted when rumors spread that female poultry workers at the Fairmont Creamery Plant might strike for higher wages. The Communist group and local supporters clashed with its local non-supporters. The resulting fines and jail sentences levied upon “Mother” Bloor and her group marked the end of this attempt to organize farmers and workers in Nebraska.


  From Loup City take Highway 58 south 12 miles to Rockville. Stop in for a cold one and a meal at Jane’s Tavern. They’ve been serving catfish for many years and lobster for fewer years. It’s the lobsters that have transformed Rockville into the Lobster Capital of Nebraska. In the mid-1990s the Rasmussen brothers decided to order up a great big batch of lobsters for a special celebration. That event has become “Rockstock,” and it draws nearly 3,500 people to feast on Maine lobster on the first Saturday in August. Not bad for a town of 105 people. Then everyone dances the night away at a lively street dance. The phone number at Jane’s Tavern is (308) 372-7275.


  
    FAVORITE ATTRACTIONS IN SOUTH-CENTRAL NEBRASKA

  


  
    Coney Island Lunch Room


    104 East Third St.


    Grand Island


    (308) 382-7155


    Fort Kearney Museum


    131 South Central Ave.


    Kearney


    (308) 234-5200


    Harold Warp Pioneer Village


    junction of Highways 6, 34, and 10


    Minden


    (308) 832-2750, 832-1181 or (800) 445-4447


    pioneervillage.org


    Hastings Museum, Planetarium and Theater


    1330 North Burlington Ave.


    Hastings


    (402) 461-4629


    hastingsmuseum.org


    Stuhr Museum of the Prairie Pioneer


    junction of Highways 34 and 281


    Grand Island


    (308) 385-5316


    stuhrmuseum.org


    Willa Cather’s Home


    tours start from 326 North Webster


    Red Cloud


    (402) 746-2653


    
  


  St. Paul is where you can find the best homemade pies this side of the Mississippi. Stop in at a little cafe called the Sweet Shoppe and sink your teeth into a slice of heaven. The fruit pies are quite delicious, but the very best are the sour-cream raisin and the coconut cream. Be sure to thank baker Alice for her magic ways with pies. By all means have a hearty meal, but leave room for pie! The Sweet Shoppe is located at 605 Howard Ave. The hours are Mon through Fri from 6 a.m. to 4 p.m. and Sat and Sun from 6:30 a.m. to 2 p.m. The telephone number is (308) 754-4900.


  For a grand slam, check out the Museum of Nebraska Major League Baseball, at 619 Howard Ave., which has displays on Nebraska’s seven inductees to the Baseball Hall of Fame. These include “Wahoo” Sam Crawford, Bob “Hoot” Gibson, Grover Cleveland Alexander, Arthur “Dazzy” Vance, Don Richie Ashurn, and Wade Boggs. The latest inductee is Billy Southworth, who was born in Harvard, Nebraska. Open all year Mon through Sat 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. On summer weekends open Sat 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. and Sun 1 to 4 p.m. Donations are accepted with gratitude. The museum is at 619 Howard Avenue, 2 blocks north of the Howard County Historical Village. The village itself is pretty cool; there’s even an outhouse built by the WPA. For more information call (308) 754-5558.


  As you drive south of St. Paul on Highway 281, you’ll be nearing St. Libory and another gift from heaven—the St. Libory melon. On both approaches to town, you’ll see roadside fruit and vegetable stands: Helgoth’s Roadside Market, the St. Libory Melon Market, and Kosmicki’s Market. Stop and buy some of the legendary melons during the summer and fall. People come from miles away to make these melons their own. You should, too.


  Hall County


  Grand Island, with a population of just under 51,000, is Nebraska’s third-largest community, unless you consider the 76,000 fans who attend home football games at the University of Nebraska–Lincoln a community. Located on I-80, at exits 318 and 312 in Hall County, Grand Island offers a grand time to travelers.


  First of all, please do not miss the opportunity to eat at the Coney Island Lunch Room. This downtown diner, at 104 East Third St., is a step across time, with old-fashioned hot dogs topped with mustard, onions, and chili sauce. The cafe has been tempting taste buds since George Katrouzos bought the place in 1933, and his son and grandchildren continue the tradition of great food at great prices. They sell up to 350 dogs on an average Saturday and many more when people are home during the holidays. They also make mouthwatering chili. On a poignant note, former resident Charlie Hunt’s daughter fulfilled his dying wish when she arranged for Coney Island to ship some much-loved chili to her dad in California. Other favorites at the cafe are the creamy malts and shakes. Coney Island is cheerfully decorated in red, pink, and white, and it seats about fifty people in the original wooden booths or at the counter. The cafe also serves breakfast, sandwiches, soups, and salads, but if this is your first or only chance to be here, order the dog, the chili, or both. Take-out is available, too. If you have a cooler in your vehicle, consider buying a pint or quart of the chili and the Coney sauce to go. Coney Island is open Mon through Fri from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sat from 8:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. The telephone number is (308) 382-7155.


  After enjoying that fabulous Coney Island dog, chili, shakes, and more, waddle down the street to the Studio K Art Gallery at 112 West Third St. This cooperative represents the work of about twenty-five Midwestern artists, most of them from Nebraska. The K in the name stands for Karen Neppl, who is one of those artists. You’ll find everything from fine fiber art and wearable art to some wonderful pottery and ceramics. Personally, I fell in love with the repurposed furniture by Donna Ryan. She rummages around flea markets and garage sales for trash furniture pieces and turns them into remarkable works of art. You just have to see it. Prairie Winds hosts a number of special events and launched a First Fridays art walk during warm weather months. You can take classes here in almost any medium. Located in the old bank building that dates back to 1889, Prairie Winds has been given much of the credit for revitalizing downtown Grand Island. Hours are 11 a.m. to 6 p.m. Tues through Sat. It doesn’t cost anything to look, but I’ll bet you won’t be able to resist buying something here. Call (308) 381-4001. You can also order online at studiokartgallery.com.


  
    Wing It with Lonnie


    You know how some people get so excited about something that you just can’t help getting excited yourself? Lonnie Logan of Grand Island is like that. A cofounder of a group called Stewards of the Platte, Lonnie gets so excited about sandhill cranes and migrating waterfowl along the Platte River that you find yourself inching closer to him to soak up his enthusiasm and encyclopedic knowledge of these winged creatures. Each spring Lonnie takes groups (children, bird-watchers, retired people, church groups) on tours to teach them about the ecosystem of the Platte region and nearby wetlands. He can tell you why the portions of the Platte suitable for crane habitat have shrunk, and he can tell you what cranes eat, how long they live, how far they can fly, how avian cholera is a serious threat, why little shells are necessary for their diet, and a whole lot more. He will tell you about the many kinds of geese and ducks on the wetlands/lagoons. He can point at an almost invisible speck in the sky and tell you what kind of bird it is. He’ll also tell you about competing interests: what’s good for the birds might not be good for agriculture, and what’s good for agriculture is not necessarily good for birds. Lonnie will have you happily tramping through knee-high grass in boggy marshlands toward a lake covered with ducks and geese and slinking out of a van to see sandhill cranes feeding in cornfields. When he’s done with you, your shoes will be muddy and your legs will likely be tired, but you’ll have a great big smile on your face and a head full of knowledge. To arrange a tour, you can reach Lonnie through Stewards of the Platte at (308) 382-2521.

  


  A couple of other fun things about Grand Island—first of all, there’s still a gas station that offers full service. It’s Kensigner’s Service Station at 1810 Lincoln Highway. I can’t remember when, if ever, I’ve had someone other than my husband or my son pump gas for me. I usually have to do it myself. And, if you happen to get a parking ticket in downtown Grand Island, don’t stress about it. Just take it to the nearest business and they’ll clear things up for you.


  Then there is G.I. Auto Body at 503 East Fourth Street. You’ll see it long before you get there, believe me. Not long ago in Grand Island was a fun-loving guy named Fred Schritt, who owned the auto body shop for nearly 50 years. Fred loved cars and cartoons, so when the Pixar movie Cars was released, he took leftover car parts in the shop, made a colorful tow-truck, and put it on a pole outside of his shop. Then he put together an old Model T driven by Shrek, and you get the idea. It’s a colorful place that demands you stop and take a picture. Unfortunately, the Grand Island city limit for cars on a pole is five, so when that was filled, and after he mounted Snoopy flying his doghouse from the top of the shop, Fred took his talents elsewhere. A lover of animals, Fred put Snoopy and Garfield driving an old Volvo on a pole outside at the Central Nebraska Humane Society at 1312 Sky Park Road. While you’re there go on inside and snuggle with the lovable cats and dogs that need a good home. It would make Fred happy.


  The 200-acre Stuhr Museum of the Prairie Pioneer, located at the junction of Hwys. 281 and 34, is far more than the typical community museum. The main building, designed by world-famous architect Edward Durrell Stone, is a beautiful white structure on a moat-surrounded island. The Fonner Memorial Rotunda has an excellent collection of Native American and Old West memorabilia. One of the very best things about the museum is the forty-acre Railroad Town; stepping into town makes you feel as though you’ve walked into one of those wonderfully wistful episodes of The Twilight Zone. Suddenly you’re one hundred years back in time, and you’re in a small western town with wooden sidewalks and posts for tying horses. Among the sixty original buildings are a general store, a depot, a doctor’s office, a livery, a railroad hotel, a church, a school, Victorian homes, and the small bungalow where Henry Fonda was born. Many living-history demonstrations are held throughout summer and into fall. Railroad Town is so authentic that it’s been the location of three made-for-TV movies, Sarah, Plain and Tall, Home at Last, and My Ántonia. Another nice part of the museum is the wooded arboretum, through which you can stroll, feed the ducks, or have a picnic. This is a day-long experience that you don’t want to rush. The museum is open daily except for major holidays. The admission fee in the summer is $8 for adults, $7 for seniors, and $6 for children ages seven through sixteen, but if you go in the winter months, it’s $2 cheaper for everyone. Call (308) 385-5316 or visit stuhrmuseum.org.


  As you are traveling near York, stop at the visitor information centers on either east or west bound I-80. That’s where Yvonne Junge, president of the York Area Quilt Guild, volunteers several hours a week, often working on her own quilts during the slow periods. In addition to answering questions about many Nebraska destinations, she can direct you to some of the best quilt shops in the state.


  
    FAVORITE ANNUAL EVENTS IN SOUTH-CENTRAL NEBRASKA

  


  
    (Call ahead to verify dates.)


    Crane Watch


    Kearney


    March 1–April 15


    (800) 967-2189


    Wings Over the Platte


    sandhill crane spring migration


    Grand Island, mid-March


    (800) 658-3178


    Willa Cather Spring Festival


    Red Cloud, early June


    (402) 746-2653


    Hope Blues Festival


    St. Libory, late June


    (308) 382-8250


    Swedish Midsommarfest


    Holdrege, mid-June


    (308) 995-4444


    Central Nebraska Ethnic Festival


    Grand Island; late June


    (800) 658-3178


    Republican River Canoe Race


    Franklin, early July


    (308) 425-6295


    Grover Cleveland Alexander Days


    St. Paul, mid-July


    (308) 754-5558


    Kool-Aid Days


    Hastings, early Aug


    (402) 461-8405


    kool-aiddays.com


    Nebraska State Fair


    late Aug–early Sept


    Grand Island


    (308) 382-1620


    statefair.org


    
  


  J. Alfred Prufrocks Lounge, at 308 Pine St., is not your typical bar in Nebraska or anywhere really. Little cloth napkins with names of drinks embroidered on them. Beautiful comfy chairs, which I assure you are not standard in Nebraska bars. Astonishing light fixtures. Really cool glasses. The stainless steel counter. Artwork. The women’s bathroom is nicer than my house, and they have better hand towels than I do. Oh, yes, those martinis ... there’s a bunch of them. And great wines, bourbon, champagne, double- and single-malt scotch, vodka, cognac, tequila, gin, rum, cordials, a lot of liqueurs, and lots of beers. And they’ll bring you a nice cheese-and-cracker tray if you give them money for it. This truly wonderful place is open Wed through Sat from 5 p.m. to 1 a.m. The telephone number is (308) 398-8466.


  West of Grand Island at exit 305 is the Nebraska Nature and Visitors Center, formerly the Crane Meadows Nature Center. There are 7½ miles of hiking trails on 250 acres that encompass wetlands, woodlands, and prairie. This is a great way to see several landscapes in a relatively small space. On your hike you might see coyotes, deer, turkeys, turtles, ducks, and many other native creatures. There’s a huge observation tower over the river that is really worth the climb up the stairs. The visitor center is full of interesting displays on endangered local species, a model of the Platte River, hands-on activities, a gift shop, and art gallery. The hours are Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. During the late-winter sandhill crane migration, the hours expand to 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. seven days a week. You can arrange for tours to blinds along the river at a cost of $35 per person, but again, well worth the price. For many people, the Sandhill Crane Migration is a bucket list experience. Call (308) 382-1820 or visit nebraskanature.org.


  
    The Threads of Our Lives


    The summer prior to my freshman year in high school, my Granny Lambdin decided it was a good time to teach me to quilt. As you can imagine, spending the summer indoors with my arthritic Granny learning to quilt was not my idea of a good time as my friends were at the pool and beginning to drive on their own. But quilt we did, all summer, and I have the ugliest butterfly quilt on the planet as proof of that miserable summer spent side-by-side with my Granny.


    All of these years later, that quilt is my most prized possession. I tell my husband if the house ever catches on fire that he should grab the cats and the kids, I’m grabbing my Granny’s quilt. I think my Granny would be thrilled that I have taken up quilting as a very enjoyable hobby. So when I travel, I love to stop in quilt shops and at quilt shows, and I naturally gravitate to quilt exhibits in museums.


    There are so many quilt-related distractions for me in Nebraska, especially in Grand Island. The Stuhr Museum has about 300 Nebraska-made quilts in its collection that date to the 1850s. The first weekend of February each year is the Stuhr Museum Quilt Show that draws hundreds of fans through potentially wicked winter weather conditions to enjoy the company of other quilters.

  


  
    OTHER ATTRACTIONS WORTH SEEING IN SOUTH-CENTRAL NEBRASKA

  


  
    (Call ahead to verify dates; all area codes are 308.)


    GIBBON


    Iain Nicholson Audubon Center at Rowe Sanctuary


    (visitor centers, sandhill cranes tours in season)


    44450 Elm Island Rd.


    468-5282


    GRAND ISLAND


    Fonner Park (horse racing)


    open mid-Feb to early May


    382-4515


    fonnerpark.com


    KEARNEY


    Children’s Museum


    5827 Fourth Avenue


    698-2228


    kearneychildrensmuseum.org


    
  


  Do you gotta have art? Then a stop at the Art Farm near Marquette is in order. This artists-in-residence program in rural Hall County has offered residencies to artists from around the world since 1993. Studio space, workshops, and a gallery have been reconstructed from old farm buildings. Artists live in a century-old farmhouse. Owners and artists Ed Dadey and Janet Williams live in a structure put together from several old barns moved onto the property and joined together. They call it the Mutant Little House on the Prairie. Artists are required to leave one artwork on-site, so the place is sprinkled with pieces, some permanent, some that will devolve back into the prairie. Ed and Janet have turned some of the former cropland back into prairie grasses. It’s very fun to wander through the prairie looking at art. The Louvre? MOMA? The Tate or the Prado? Not quite yet, but it’s still wonderful. In the fall visitors are invited to the annual “Art Harvest” to see the latest crop. Admission is free, and there are no regular hours; folks just drop by. To get there go 8 miles north of I-80 at Aurora on Highway 14 and then 2½ miles west on West 21 Road. The phone number is (402) 854-3120 or find out more at artfarmnebraska.org.


  Buffalo County


  Fort Kearny, which was built in 1848 to protect Oregon Trail travelers, was also on the Pony Express route. It is located 4 miles south of Kearney on Highway 44 and 4 miles east on L50A. Before it was abandoned in 1871, it played an important role in the expansion of the American West. It was the base of operation for Maj. Frank North and his brother, Luther, who organized the famous Pawnee Indian Scouts. At present the fort is a state historical park, and it makes an interesting stop. The visitor center has exhibits about the military on the Plains and on the fort itself. The most poignant displays feature ordinary items like uniform buttons and pieces of china that were unearthed during the re-creation of the fort. It makes you wonder what sort of items that belong to you might be unearthed in a century or so. A blacksmith shop, a stockade, and an ammunition storage building are on the site, too. The visitor center is open from Memorial Day weekend through Labor Day weekend from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. During the rest of the year, it’s open 9 a.m. to sunset. The center is also open mid-March to mid-April for sandhill crane tours. The grounds are open daily year-round. A park permit is required. Call (308) 865-5305 or visit outdoornebraska.gov/fortkearny.


  Drive into Kearney to see the Fort Kearney Museum, at 131 South Central Ave. The museum is one of those delightful places that are crowded with the most amazingly curious stuff from all around the world. You’ll see a full Samurai warrior costume, a shrunken head, an axe that disconnected people from their heads in the Middle Ages, Zulu spears, an original Ghost Dance shirt, cuneiform tablets, a fragment of a dinosaur eggshell, the first American-made coin-operated music box, Palestinian wedding shoes (they look exceedingly uncomfortable), mummified bread from Egyptian tombs, a Sharp’s fifty-caliber carbine buffalo gun, seashells, mastodon teeth—but wait, there’s more! After you see the collection, you should ride on the glass-bottom boat (in reality, a boat with a glass panel on the bottom). Underneath it, with the inducement of some fish-food pellets, giant catfish, Japanese koi, and scary-looking gar will gather for your enjoyment. It’s pretty cool. Take exit 272 off the interstate, turn north at the first place you can, go 1 block, and then turn 1 block east. The museum is open from Memorial Day through Labor Day, Thurs through Sat, 10:30 a.m. to 5 p.m.; and Sun, 1 to 5 p.m. The number is (308) 234-5200. Admission is $3 for adults; children age eleven or younger visit free when accompanied by an adult.


  At 2401 Central Ave. there’s a museum that is the polar opposite of the Fort Kearney Museum but equally as wonderful. The collection at the Museum of Nebraska Art (MONA) is not from around the world; it all has a Nebraska connection of some sort. Don’t even think about smirking when you hear the words Nebraska and art in the same sentence. MONA is an excellent museum, with twelve exhibition galleries. The permanent collection is admirable, and there is always at least one fascinating temporary exhibit. The museum is housed in a large, elegant, old post office, with a beautiful newer addition and a peaceful sculpture garden out back. The gift shop is sure to tempt even those with the most discriminating of tastes. Hours are Tues through Sat from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun from 1 to 5 p.m. Call (308) 865-8559 or visit mona.unk.edu.


  Just east of Kearney on I-80, you’ll see something you don’t see very often, that being a great big huge thing over the interstate. This is called the Great Platte River Road Archway Monument. It most decidedly is not off the beaten path, but it is worth a stop. Right about where the Archway is located marks the spot of many important westward expansion factors. Near here is where these things traversed: Native American paths, fur trader routes, the Oregon Trail, the Mormon Trail, the Pony Express, the Lincoln Highway, and the first transcontinental railroad. The museum inside explains all these old things in a very whiz-bang, modern way. It’s a nice way to learn about history; you’ll like it. There’s a restaurant and gift shop on-site as well as gardens that grow ancient varieties of corn used by the Pawnee. Hours are daily 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Admission is $12 for adults, $1 for over age 62, $6 for children, and free for children five and younger. To get there, take exit 272 north at Kearney, continue north to Talmadge Street, turn right (east) at Talmadge to Central Avenue, turn right again, go to Archway Parkway (or East First Street), turn left (east), and drive for a bit until you see the parking lot. The telephone number is (308) 237-1000 or (877) 511-2724. The website is archway.org.


  The Nebraska Firefighters Museum is just west of the Archway at 2434 East First St. in Kearney. This museum has lots of the expected old fire trucks and historical information, presented in a very nice way. But it also has a number of programs about fire safety. It’s a good place to stop and explore, especially if you have kids—who will get in free if they are under six years old. Admission for adults is $6; for seniors $4; and for children six to seventeen, just $3. In the summer, the museum is open 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Mon through Sat, and 1 to 5 p.m. on Sun. Call (308) 338-3473 or visit nebraskafirefightersmuseum.com.


  West of Kearney, on I-80 at Highway 183, you’ll come to Elm Creek and two unique attractions. The first is the Chevyland U.S.A. Antique Car and Cycle Museum. Owner Monte Hollertz has one of the largest and most complete collections of Chevrolets in the country. There are more than 115 cars. The oldest, a Royal Mail Roadster, dates from 1914. There’s a rare 1947 Fleet Line Country Custom Club Sedan, with the original wood paneling that came in a kit for do-it-yourselfers. The museum also has a car that was used as the getaway vehicle in a 1965 bank robbery in Big Springs, Nebraska. No matter if running boards on cars from the 1920s or fins from the 1950s put you in mind of your glory days, this is the place to relive old memories. Be sure to check out the fuzzy dice in several of the vehicles. The collection also has about fifty motorcycles and has expanded to include Volkswagens, Toyotas, Audis, Cadillacs, and Fords. The hours are Memorial Day through Labor Day, daily from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monte is in and out the rest of the year, so you can take a chance of him having the museum open, or you can call ahead for an appointment. Admission is $6 for adults, $2 for children age ten through fifteen; kids nine and under get in free. The telephone number is (308) 856-4208. To get there, take exit 257 north on Highway 183 and turn east on the gravel road across the highway from Bosselman Travel Center.


  
    A River Runs through It


    The Platte River has been called many things. It’s said to be like a politician: shallow, yet wide at the mouth. It’s said to be too thick to drink and too thin to plow. It’s also said to be a mile wide and an inch deep. Okay, it’s true—it’s not your ragin’ river, except maybe during the spring thaw, when it can create some highly unpleasant floods. Washington Irving said the Platte was “the most magnificent and most useless of rivers.” Well! It does have its good points, though. It was fairly easy to cross in a covered wagon, and it is the major reason why sandhill cranes annually flock here in numbers up to a half million during their northward migration. The shallow river gives them a place to roost overnight on sandbars, where predators can’t reach them. They spend their days foraging in the fields, and the young, unmated birds spend time “dancing” to attract lifelong mates. Much has been written about the migration; Forbes FYI magazine says it’s the number-one place in the world for bird-watchers, and one travel writer called it the “Serengeti of the Plains.” The Platte River useless? I don’t think so.

  


  Another worthwhile attraction is the U.S. Wild Horse and Burro Facility at Elm Creek. This forty-acre facility houses up to 500 wild horses and burros that have been removed from Bureau of Land Management areas in the West and Southwest. The animals rest here before they are adopted by someone who will love and care for them. The facility is open Mon through Fri, 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. You can drive around a road through the pens to get a close-up look at the beautiful animals. There’s no admission fee. The telephone number is (308) 856-4498. To get there, travel 3 miles north of Elm Creek on Highway 183.


  Dawson County


  Lexington, at I-80 and Highway 21, was at one time known as Plum Creek. At present it has a plum of an attraction in the Dawson County Historical Museum. For a town with a population of just 8,544, this is one great museum. One of the most popular exhibits is the McCabe Aeroplane, or Baby Biplane, which has unusual elliptical wings and was built here in 1915. Another exceptional exhibit features the preparation and preservation of a Big Al (they thought at first it was Big Alice, but something about the configuration of the hip bones made them change their minds), a 15,000-year-old mammoth that was unearthed in the county in 1993. The main gallery has period rooms, and the military hall contains artifacts from Civil War swords to medals awarded during Desert Storm. There’s an 1888 schoolhouse, an 1880 railroad depot, and a 1903 locomotive. A clever photography display shows shots of the same locations in the city, taken every ten years, to demonstrate how the city has changed. There’s also a display about the Olive family, who were cattle ranchers, and the trouble they got into with settlers, who wanted to fence the land and farm it. Two settlers ended up hanged in 1878, without benefit of trial, as cattle rustlers. The ensuing legal battle received national attention and is well documented in the museum, located at 805 North Taft St. There’s also a nice gift shop and a section of great books. To find it, go north from I-80 over the viaduct and turn east on Seventh Street; then go 5 blocks to Taft Street. The hours are Mon through Sat, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m.; and Sun by appointment. Closed major holidays. Admission is free, but donations are welcome. Call (308) 324-5340 or visit dchsmuseum.com for more information.


  The Heartland Museum of Military Vehicles, just north of I-80 at exit 237, opened in June 1994 with an exceptional collection of about one hundred vehicles that were used by the military during the last fifty years. The meticulously restored vehicles are still operational. You’ll find ambulances, helicopters, one of the first jeeps, tanks, half-tracks, a rare snow tractor, one of the world’s few remaining Downed Airman Retrievers, and the only Bradley Fighting Vehicle in private ownership. There’s a wrenching display of a Huey UH-1 helicopter perched on a roof with the silhouetted figure of a crew chief reaching a hand to assist desperate refugees aboard the last flight to freedom. If you were a fan of the TV show M*A*S*H, you’ll love the exhibit that explains the work of the Mobile Army Surgical Hospitals during the Korean War. The museum is open Mon through Sat from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. and Sun from 1 to 5 p.m. There’s no admission fee, but do leave a donation so that they can acquire more vehicles and continue construction. The phone number is (308) 324-6329; the website is heartlandmuseum.com.


  Nebraska is blessed to be home to many talented artists whose work brightens the landscape throughout our state. There’s a particularly interesting piece in Lexington just outside of KRVN Radio at 1007 Plum Creek Parkway. The bronze sculpture by Sondra Jonson was installed in 2001 to celebrate the station’s 50th anniversary. It’s called Breaking News and immortalizes a family huddled around a radio to learn the news of the day. In this day of instant news via our phones, this sculpture is a humble reminder of a time when the local radio station was a community’s primary source of information.


  If you like art, the 13-mile drive from Lexington to Cozad will be lucky for you. The Robert Henri Museum, at 218 East Eighth St., is a restored hotel and the boyhood home of an internationally famous painter. The young Robert Henry left Cozad as a boy, and at present we know him as Robert Henri. His work hangs here, in New York City’s Museum of Modern Art, and in forty-three other museums around the world. Henri was one of the founders of a group of influential artists who called themselves the Eight, or the Ashcan School. The adjacent walkway takes you through the Avenue of Flags to a Pony Express station, a pioneer church, and a school. The museum is open daily from May 1 through November 1. The hours are Mon through Sat, noon to 5 p.m., and Sun by appointment. If you go there in the off-season, there’s a list of names and numbers on the door of people who will give you a tour. The telephone number is (308) 784-4154; the website is roberthenrimuseum.org.


  If you feel as though you’re right on the verge of some change, it’s because you are: Cozad is located on the 100th meridian, or the geographical line of demarcation between what is considered East and West—you are now right at the spot where the West begins. The 100th Meridian Museum, at 206 East Eighth St. near downtown Cozad, features pioneer artifacts. The prize of the collection is the antique touring coach used in 1907 by President William Taft and his family on a trip to Yellowstone Park. The museum is open Memorial Day through Labor Day, Mon through Sat, 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Admission is $2. Call (308) 784-1100 for more information.


  Continuing west on I-80, you’ll come to Gothenburg, home to the legendary Swedish strongman Febold Feboldson, a mythical character akin to Paul Bunyan and Pecos Pete. Feboldson was said to have accidentally carved the Platte River with a plow and to have named the “mugwump” bird as such because, when perched on a fence, its “mug” was on one side of the fence and its “wump” was on the other. Here’s some trivia for football fans: another strongman, Jay Novacek, a former tight end for the Dallas Cowboys, is from Gothenburg.


  There are two attractions well worth a stop in Gothenburg. The first is the Sod House Museum, just north of the interstate on Highway 47 at exit 211. Owners Merle and Linda Block, descendants of pioneers, built an authentic sod house in 1990 with one-hundred-pound sod rectangles in a labor of love. The sod is knitted together with the roots of bluestem and buffalo grasses. Grass and cacti grow on the roof, and the 3-foot-thick interior walls are whitewashed with lime and water. There’s a bed inside with ropes serving as bedsprings under a lumpy, grass-stuffed mattress. This is significant because we’ve all heard the phrase “sleep tight,” and just where do you think that came from? It came from pulling bed ropes tighter for a more comfortable night. Also on the site are two wooden windmills, a life-size buffalo fashioned by Merle from 4½ miles of barbed wire, and a second barbed-wire sculpture of a Native American seated on a horse. Another building at the site contains historical artifacts that pertain to the era of the sod house. The museum is open daily from May through Sept, 9 a.m. to 6 p.m. There’s no admission fee. The telephone number is (308) 537-2680. In the off-season, call the Gothenburg Chamber of Commerce at (308) 537-3505 for information.


  The second attraction is the Pony Express Station, which was moved to Ehmen Park from its original location, 15 miles southwest of Gothenburg. The Pony Express operated for only eighteen months, beginning in April 1860, and at that time was called the Greatest Enterprise of Modern Times. The 2,000-mile express route from St. Joseph, Missouri, to Sacramento, California, took ten days to traverse. See if the letters or postcards you mail from here bearing a Pony Express seal get home before you do. If you’re around the second week in June, you’ll see reenactors riding the entire route, night and day, as they did in the 1860s. Hours at this free museum are the same as those at the Sod House Museum, and the telephone number is the same as well: (308) 537-3505. Horse-drawn carriage rides around the park are available from Memorial Day through Labor Day weekend.


  
    Here’s a Line for Ya


    The 100th meridian, which runs smack dab through Cozad, is not a line you’ll see on a state map, but it’s a significant line nonetheless. This is the line of demarcation where the East officially becomes the West, and what some say is the line where the humid East becomes the arid West. You won’t notice the difference in the landscape immediately, especially if you’re speeding across Nebraska on the interstate. But you can bet this line is as serious as a heart attack to people who make their living from the land; the East gets in excess of 20 inches of rain per year while the West can expect less than half of that. You won’t notice the decided change in attitudes if you don’t get out of your car and talk to people, and there’s a real difference in how people on either side of the 100th meridian view themselves. People west of the 100th meridian are honest-to-god westerners, and they’ll tell you so. And anyone east of Cozad, well, they’re Easterners and looked at with a bit of curiosity, even if they’re from places like Norfolk, Grand Island, or that major metropolis of Omaha.

  


  Geology buffs will be interested to know that the steep canyon lands southwest of Gothenburg are the Dissected Loess Plains National Natural Landmark. It is made up of 200 feet of loess soil, and that’s really deep for loess soils, which have been carried in by the wind and have eroded over time into canyons and valleys.


  Adams County


  The largest community in Adams County is Hastings, with a population of just under 25,000. This is an energetic college town, with a great downtown area and plenty of activities for everyone in the family. Hastings is south of Grand Island, at the junction of Highways 281 and 6.


  Hastings YMCA is just off Highway 281 at the end of the viaduct if you’re coming from the north. You can’t miss it; there’s a big sign. And you shouldn’t miss it because there’s a world of things to do. There are three indoor water slides, swimming, basketball, handball, racquetball, volleyball, indoor tennis, a game room, space ball, a weight room, video archery, go-karts, and miniature golf. Costs depend on which activity you select. Hours are Mon through Fri from 5:30 a.m. to 10 p.m., Sat from 8 a.m. to 10 p.m., and Sun from noon to 10 p.m. The telephone number is (402) 462-6220.


  The Hastings Museum of Natural and Cultural History is not only the premier attraction in Adams County, but it is among the finest attractions in the state. The fully accredited museum features the Lied Superscreen Theater, with a screen that’s five stories tall and 70 feet wide. Also featured is the J. M. McDonald Planetarium. The museum has three floors, with well-designed exhibitions that include natural history, wildlife, Native American culture, a Discovery Center, pioneer history and Americana, local history, and a new fantastic wing about Kool-Aid, which was created in Hastings by Edwin Perkins. (In 1998 Kool-Aid became the Official Soft Drink of Nebraska, whereupon the milk producers of Nebraska had milk designated as the Official Drink of Nebraska.) On the first floor is a very old wooden case with realistic-looking stuffed rattlesnakes. Go stand over there, express loud amazement to your traveling companions, and, when they come over to see what you’ve discovered, press the secret button and make the rattles buzz. It never fails to elicit a scream. If you’re traveling with children, be prepared to press that button again and again and again. Kids love it. This is a must-see museum; there’s even someone buried in there. The address is 1330 North Burlington. The museum is open Mon through Sat from 9 a.m. to 7 p.m., and Sun from 1 to 6 p.m. Be sure to take a short walk to the adjacent cemetery, with Oregon Trail–era graves. Admission prices vary greatly depending on whether you want to see a superscreen film, or just the museum, so call (402) 461-4629 or visit hastingsmuseum.org, to decide what works for you.


  
    A Little Flight Music


    If you have ever questioned your belief in a higher power, or call it what you will, those thoughts will be forever banished as you crouch in a freezing, riverbank blind to see up to 10,000 sandhill cranes swirl up in a dark cloud to greet the day in an unduplicatable, deafening cacophony. (Check with the Grand Island, Kearney, or Hastings chambers of commerce for information about local events where you can see and learn more about these special birds.) Nebraska is the only state on the migratory route where hunting sandhill cranes is prohibited. My friend Mary Ethel, who loved Nebraska more than anyone I’ve ever known, often told the story of her encounter with a park ranger in New Mexico. He had witnessed the mate of a freshly killed sandhill crane attack the human hunters as they tried to retrieve her mate’s body. The distraught female crane then held a silent vigil by the carcass for several days until hunger and the undeniable pull of instinct called her north. Perhaps that lovely sandhill crane found comfort, as so many of us do, in the peace and protection of Nebraska.

  


  Murphy’s Wagon Wheel, at 107 North Lincoln in downtown Hastings, is a popular watering hole for locals and sports enthusiasts. You’ll know you’re there when you see the shamrock on the sign and the statue of St. Patrick in the window. Owner Bob Murphy is proud of his Irish heritage. Murphy’s serves prodigious amounts of good bar food. In particular, you should try the Macho Nachos; the Murphy Burger with bacon, mushrooms, and Swiss cheese; and the Hot Wings. It’s a fun place, and you’ll likely make a few new
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