2024 was a super productive and meaningful year for Heritage Tourism and the Red Cloud
Community Fund (RCCF). Accordingly, it was also stressful. We're hoping everyone is getting a
chance to recharge their batteries and take stock of all that they've accomplished in the previous
12 months. Before we move on to even better things in 2025, we need to reflect on where we've
been.

Selecting our year-end list is always difficult. This year was particularly troublesome as we had
to narrow the list down from 25 stories that we felt clearly qualified for inclusion. We had to
exclude things like Olympic Gold Medalist, former Husker, and 1999 RCHS Boys Basketball
nemesis Curt Tomasiewicz visiting and speaking at the Red Cloud Booster Club school year
kickoff event. There was no room to talk about raising $59,000 for the September Month of
Giving. We can't brag about helping the City get a $53,000 grant to create a Recreation Trail
Master Plan, Tom Shute's new buffalo mural south of town, new branding for tourism and the
Red Cloud Creative District, establishing Pike-Pawnee Week, Alumni Weekend, Street Car
Days or even the super successful RCCF Banquet and Awards. Precisely because we've been
so busy, we also just don't have time or space to cover all of the incredible achievements of
RCHS athletes and students either.

What we can include are 10 incredible achievements and developments, many of which have
been in the works for years. Others we had nothing to do with, but we are nonetheless excited
for how they can help shape the broader tourism ecosystem.

Now, without further adieu, here are the Top 10 RCCF & Heritage Tourism Stories of 2024

10. The Willa Cather Foundation receives a $250,000 IMLS grant

Cather staff worked diligently to secure this coveted grant from the Institute of Museum and
Library Services, which will result in expanded interpretation (i.e. exhibits and signage) at the
Burlington Depot and Pavleka Farmstead sites. This matters to Heritage Tourism because it
turns 2 more sites into full-fledged museum sites that could likely stand on their own but will now

9. Alley Cats Bar & Grill opens in bowling alley

The Mullen family increased the dining options in Red Cloud, kept the bowling alley open, and
provided something the community desperately needed: a quality, consistent breakfast option
that’s a great place to bring your kids.

8. Writer’s Residency & Teacher’s Institute flourish at the Cather Foundation

Willa Cather Foundation Board of Governors members and Cather staff have developed these
two programs that attract writers and teachers from around the country and the region. They've



both been quite successful and are the sort of programs Heritage Tourism needs to see flourish
if we're going to bring in a consistent stream of visitors. They also allow each group to have
deeply immersive experiences in Red Cloud due to staying for several days.

7. Kali Fajardo-Anstine and building restorations highlight 2024 Spring Willa Cather
Conference

The annual Spring Cather Conference should probably be #1 on this list every year. For those of
us who live here and aren’t directly involved in the planning, it's easy to take the significance of
this event for granted. But it and the Cather Childhood Home are the bedrock that provides the
foundation for the entire Heritage Tourism industry in Red Cloud and Webster County. Now with
improved lodging and meeting space options, we only expect this event to grow in the future.
The 2025 Spring Conference will be held June 5-7 and feature acclaimed novelist Jane Smiley.

6. Making a Place: A Long History of Red Cloud exhibit opens in the Farmers &
Merchants Bank

Museums aren’t sexy places by definition, which is why | expect this gem that’s mostly located
in the lower level of the newly restored Farmers & Merchants Bank to be a bit more of a slow
burn in terms of the visitors it draws to town, but it will develop a devoted following. It's another
feather in the cap for the Cather Foundation and Heritage Tourism. Locals should absolutely a
book a tour as it provides an in depth look at the history of the community as well. Take some
time to read through the exhibits and wander into the restored vault and you’ll come away with a
greater appreciation and understanding of Red Cloud and its people.

Plus, due to the Hotel Garber construction next door, the site will soon be accessible to
everyone for the first time in the bank’s history via a shared elevator.

5. Central Community College Opens Educational Hub in Downtown Red Cloud

CCC'’s Educational Hub has the potential to be transformative for Red Cloud for every industry,
from agriculture to health care to tourism and more. It's a potential boon for students looking to
get coursework completed early or attain professional certifications. From a Heritage Tourism
standpoint, the increased ability to partner with CCC’s Hospitality School, entrepreneurship
center, and its Community and Workforce Education programs have the potential to train
individuals to tackle the retail and dining challenges Red Cloud faces. It will also provide a huge
boost to our nascent Creative District efforts.

4. Hardwick Park Project receives $562,000 grant from the State of Nebraska

Hardwick Park, better known to me as the Scout Lodge site, is a historic WWI memorial park in
the middle of town. The City has made improvements to the lodge building, but local history
enthusiasts sought out ways to restore long lost features of the park, such as its iconic fountain.
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Thanks to the establishment of the Red Cloud Creative District, those plans are now solidly in
motion as it qualified the community to receive a Civic and Community Center Financing Fund
grant for the park. Construction could be done by the end of 2025 if fundraising efforts are
successful. Project organizers are also adding several features that will enhance the sites use
for recreation and serve as a monument to all veterans and hope to eventually include a statue
for native son and Pearl Harbor survivor Donald G. Stratton

3. Webster County Community Hospital Foundation and the Red Cloud Community Fund
team up to save the nursing home

The Roman philosopher Seneca is purported to have said, “Luck is what happens when
preparation meets opportunity.” In this case, we were lucky that RCCF had patiently toiled for
years building an endowment and endowing estate gifts instead of spending them immediately.
This allowed us to partner with the Hospital and its foundation to establish a 3 year fundraising
campaign. We've already raised nearly $400,000 and will try to raise $750,000. We're also lucky
to have great staff and leadership at the hospital who were prepared for the opportunity to
expand their business and operate the nursing home.

2. Hotel Garber nears completion, hires General Manager, and receives grant to establish
a Creative Hub

There are too many things to go over with this one—suffice it say that we are hoping to open in
the early Spring, that we think John Schwichtenberg and Brandi Hitchler are going to do an
amazing job running the place, and our Creative Hub will be a hotspot for small group
conferences and a place for locals to enhance their skillsets and express themselves creatively.

1. Willa Cather Childhood Home restoration dedication and ribbon cutting ceremony

Heritage Tourism would not exist without this place. It's the national historic landmark that
launched an entire mini-industry in Webster County. It’s really the reason why most tourists get
curious about visiting Red Cloud in the first place and its restoration will assure that this industry
will stick around for years to come. As a bonus, it's now accessible and beautifully restored and
tells the authentic story of the place. Plus, the ribbon cutting ceremony was pretty cool.

We’'re looking forward to a fantastic 2025 that will feature the grand opening of the Hotel Garber
and construction starting at Hardwick Park. Heritage Tourism is likely going to evolve in the
coming year and that means there’s the potential for lots of positive change. We will focus on
Hotel Garber, Hardwick Park, getting the Recreation Trail started, and on marketing the
community so that people come and see all of the great things we have going on here and stay
awhile (and spend their money at local businesses in the process).
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