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The Top 10 Discover Red Cloud & RC Community Fund Stories of 2025

2025 was both an exciting and a difficult year for tourism and for the RC Community Fund. On
one hand, we’re experiencing the same downtown in the general economy as everyone else
which leads to fewer visitors, fewer dollars being spent, and a greater need for philanthropy. On
the other hand, we’ve had a lot of great things happen in 2025 that have helped boost our
numbers locally and have undoubtedly set us up for future success. Here are just 10 highlights
from a year that was truly transformational for the future of tourism and the community fund:

#10. Kay Cover Sign dedication

Legendary softball coach Kay Cover was recognized for her pioneering contributions to girls’
sports with a Nebraska State Historical Society sign installed right at the gate of lllian Ballfields.
Members of Cover’s dominant softball teams from the 1970s made it back to Red Cloud for an
evening of celebrating their mentor and coach both at lllian Field and the newly opened Hotel
Garber. Cover’s daughters Linda Burnett and Kathy Stoner and former NCAA division | softball
coach and Red Cloud native Connie Miner were just some of the folks on hand. You can watch a
great video about Cover on Nebraska Public Media.

#9. Jane Smiley and Death Comes for the Archbishop highlight the annual Spring Cather
Conference

Pulitzer Prize winning author Jane Smiley gave the keynote speech at the 2025 Spring Willa
Cather Conference in early June. The conference also highlighted Cather’s modernist
masterpiece, The Professor’s House, celebrating its 100" year of publication.

#8. Red Cloud Creative District and RC Chamber Unite for Light the Night Holiday Market

A huge goal of the entire Nebraska Creative Districts project is to spur economic development
utilizing the arts. On November 25, Red Cloud got a little taste of the potential as members of
the Red Cloud Creative District organized took the reins on the former Shopping Extravaganza
event and helped turn it into “The Best Night of the Year” in Red Cloud. Local businesses got on
board and helped decorate the community alongside the City of Red Cloud. Next year our group
hopes to have more hands on arts related activities and that the weather doesn’t cancel our
lighting ceremony. Ideas for this event are welcome, but don’t be shocked if we ask you to take
the lead in making your idea happen.

#7. RC Community Fund raises $114,000 during September Month of Giving and Annual
Banquet; Celebrates 30" birthday

An event that started out with the modest goal of raising $20,000 in 2020 has evolved into a
giving month that rivals the charitable giving garnered by much larger organizations. This year’s
event shattered our goal of $75,000 and comfortably surpassed the previous record of $99,000.
Since its inception, the event has raised more than $330,000. Since its start in 1995, RCCF has



reinvested more than $6.3 million into the community and now has an annual payout of more
than $105,000 from $2.5 million in endowed funds.

#6. Webster County Senior Citizens Committee Donates Assets to Hardwick Park project

It’s going to be a really hard push to pull the Hardwick Park project across the finish line in time
to fully utilize the $562,000 grant the State of Nebraska awarded us in 2024, but the odds of it
happening improved greatly thanks to the generosity of this board. Because of RCCF’s matching
challenge, the committee’s gift generated more than $60,000 for the project and potentially
more. Now we need to get a committee of energetic people formed to build a real Senior
Center.

#5. Discover Red Cloud evolves from Heritage Tourism; Discover Red Cloud & RC Community
Fund Office opens in CCC Educational Hub

See my columns from earlier in the year if you want more information about this decision. At its
most basic, our office has just grown to the point where it needed its own space and the same is
true for RCCF. The new space creates all sorts of possibilities to help expedite the growth of Red
Cloud, including use of CCC’s Classroom space. We’ll see you March 3™ for the Estate Planning
Workshop!

#4. Warriors excel in athletics and academic activities

What an incredible year for Red Cloud High School students! It’s a shame the shenanigans of a
certain former leader distracted from it all. The Senior Class of 2025 was exceptionally talented,
with Mariah McDole setting a particular example by winning both the NSAA and FFA
Extemporaneous speech contents. Just last month, the Warrior Football and Volleyball teams
both made the state tournament. | know these aren’t really tourism related events, but they are
indicative of being part of a town that has pride in itself and believes it can achieve anything. It’s
a great time to be a Warrior!

#3. 8 new businesses/offices open in downtown Red Cloud; Hometown Market opens 2™
location in Blue Hill

When | moved back in 2015, the thought of so many businesses opening downtown was almost
unthinkable. The amount is due in part to some real ingenuity about the use of spaces and a
number of businesses including my own opening up inside of other businesses. Some of us are
still finding our footing and forging our identities as we head in 2026, but we’re all ready to
succeed. The businesses/offices that opened are: Hotel Garber, Forrester’s Restaurant, Eagles
Wings Gallery, Kallie Brown Esthetics, The M Guest Studio, Discover Red Cloud/Red Cloud
Community Fund, Vitality Body Therapy, and Wackee Cactus Boutique & Floral. As an added
bonus, one of our existing businesses is expanding. Hometown Market just opened a second
location in Blue Hill. The potential for greater partnerships and business growth throughout
Webster County is high and | look forward to working more with our friends in Blue Hill, Bladen,
Guide Rock, Inavale, Cowles, Rosemont, and everywhere in between.

#1b. Red Cloud Speed Bowl is Back in Business



Within a two month period this year we saw Brenda’s Shoppe come back to life as the Hotel
Garber and the Red Cloud Speed Bowl reopen. If you had predicted that in 2015, most people
would have called you crazy. In fact, they did call me crazy. | cannot take any credit for the Speed
Bowl other than always wishing it would happen. It’s 1b on my tourism list though because of
the sheer potential it has for generating economic activity thanks to the large crowds it drew.
There has to be a way that local businesses can make more hay from an association with the
Speed Bowl. Thank you to everyone who made the transformation of that track back into a
viable attraction possible.

#1a. Hotel Garber opens

Despite those large crowds coming to the Speed Bowl, when you complete an almost $9 million
transformation of a dilapidated eyesore into one of the most attractive boutique hotels in
Nebraska or Kansas, you have to give it the top slot. There’s not much more to say about it as
the beauty of the place speaks for itself. If you haven’t stopped in to take a look, spend the
night, and grab a bite to eat in Forrester’s, then you need to hurry up and do so. I'm looking
forward to some exciting changes on the restaurant side of things in 2026.

There’s probably 10 other things that | should have listed and | apologize for what | overlooked.
I’'m really eager to see what we can accomplish in 2026.



