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Towards the end of June, | sat down for an interview with freelance journalist Tim Trudall at The
Corner Nook in Red Cloud. It was a nice moment because it had been almost 10 years to the day
that | first met Tim and his wife Lisa during one of my first official acts in this job. In fact, it was
the first time | gave a tour of Red Cloud tourism sites to travel writers—it was probably my first
time giving a tour period. At that time, things were a little bleak in downtown Red Cloud. The
National Willa Cather Center was under construction but not yet close to being completed. The
Hotel Garber wasn’t even a twinkle in our eye. And the majority of storefronts downtown were
not occupied. It was gratifying then to be interviewed by Tim for Omaha Magazine 10 years
later and listen to him talk about how impressive our downtown is now. In fact, Tim was in town
to write about the progress in Red Cloud and how it now has enough going on to truly be a
weekend escape for visitors from the Omaha area. While we still have a lot of work to do, Tim’s
visit truly made me appreciate how far we have come. It inspired me to go back and track all of
our Red Cloud Community Fund and Heritage Tourism related accomplishments over the last
decade.

Sometimes we get so focused on the daily grind that we forget to reflect on how much we’ve
progressed. Because of that, it can sometimes feel like we’re not moving as quickly as we’d like
or doing enough. Reflection reframes our perspective and for me the simple act of writing down
all of the positive change that has occurred in Red Cloud since 2015 was enlightening. | had
more than 5 pages of material in my notebook that | had to cull down into something readable
for this column. And those notes did not even include the nearly $30 million in investments
Heritage Tourism related entities, organizations, and individuals have poured into the
community since 2015 through donations, grants, and projects spearheaded by allied
individuals and businesses. Plowing through the entire list of accomplishments in detail would
simply be overwhelming and probably better suited for a more formal and lengthy progress
report. | encourage you to instead go through back issues of our Discover Red Cloud newsletter
or read the Heritage Tourism reports | post to our website (www.visitredcloud.com) if you want
to track our progress in more depth.

| do feel compelled, however, to just mention some of the things members of the Heritage
Tourism and the Red Cloud Community Fund have had some level of involvement with. Hotel
Garber is the most obvious accomplishment, but our office and our board members have also
been involved in some way with the following: The Valley Child Development Center, South
Central State Bank, Hometown Market, The Corner Nook, the CCC Educational Hub, Maudlin
Motor Company, Trouvaille Lodge in Kansas, the Red Cloud Creative District and the Creative
Hub at Hotel Garber, Forrester’s Lounge & Restaurant, the rehabilitation/reimagining of the
Peterson and Cook buildings (Dennis & Sally Hansen’s residence and retail spaces), the National
Willa Cather Center/Moon Block (and by extension On the Brix, Repeat Street, and now Vitality
Massage), design of signage at Juan’s Bar & Grill, the Discover Red Cloud e-newsletter and Visit
Red Cloud website, the creation of the Discover Red Cloud brand, 3 Hear Nebraska Good Living



Tour concerts, and restoration projects at the Burlington Depot, the Willa Cather Childhood
Home, the Harling House, the Farmers & Merchants Bank, the Pavelka Farmstead near Bladen
as well as the return of those last 5 buildings, the St. Juliana Falconieri Church, and more than
8,000 artifacts from the Nebraska State Historical Society back into local ownership and control.
The Farmers & Merchants Bank now also houses an impressive exhibit about the history of Red
Cloud and the Cather Center itself boasts apartments, the American Bittersweet museum
exhibit, the same statue of Willa Cather that was recently placed in the Statuary Hall at the
United State Congressional Building in Washington, D.C., and an expanded bookstore.

We’ve received various accolades for our work too, with Red Cloud winning the Governor’s
Showcase Community award in 2018, the National Willa Cather Center receiving an award for
being the Outstanding Tourism Attraction in Nebraska and the Willa Cather Childhood Home
being selected as a finalist for that same award just this year. We received the Best Host
community award during the Bike Ride Across Nebraska in 2018 and have hosted that event
twice as well as the Tour de Nebraska. All told, we’ve leveraged a scholarship program with the
Red Cloud Community Fund to turn donations from those organizations into about $9,000 for
RCHS grads.

There have been multiple arts and community related events at the Starke Round Barn, visits
from Laura Bush and Paul Giamatti and we were named one of the Top 15 rural places to visit in
America by Smithsonian Magazine in 2023. The Willa Cather Foundation will soon host its 3™
Writer’s Residency with authors from all over the country, has established an acclaimed
teacher’s institute program, and of course continues to provide programming at the Opera
House and organizes the annual Spring Willa Cather Conference. The Cather Foundation will
work with Heritage Tourism and the Republican Valley Arts Council to help our Creative District
grow. And Heritage Tourism has even worked with Webster County to establish Sept. 30-Oct. 6
as Pike-Pawnee Week every year (we need help creating some programming and activities for
this by the way!).

None of the work we do would be possible without the existence of the Willa Cather
Foundation and the support of the Red Cloud Community Fund (RCCF). RCCF continues to
support TVCDC and Heritage Tourism and, through hard work and legacy gifts from donors, has
grown its endowed funds to the point where we are now figuring out ways to make more grants
to the community. That newfound flexibility came in handy in 2024 when we were able to
partner with the Webster County Community Hospital and its foundation to save the local
nursing home. RCCF has also established a Youth committee helmed by Kim Ely that is exploring
ways to have more things for teens and young adults to do as well as create a youth center.
RCCF’s youth engagement grants have led to new basketball hoops at the Community Center,
new equipment and streaming services to broadcast RCHS athletic events, and the RCCF Youth
were involved in helping get the new weight room facility established. RCCF has raised more
than $300,000 for the Rural Development Philanthropy challenge, almost $225,000 from the
September Month of Giving, hosted several Hometown Interns including RCHS graduates like
Avery Rasser and Joceyln Shipman, and through the generosity of a donor, RCCF also created
the Indian Creek WMA pond south of town. We’ve also given away numerous traditional and



non-traditional scholarships. We’ve also established a variety of community awards at our
annual banquet, including one recognizing the contributions of Youth Sports volunteers and
another recognizing volunteers under the age of 18.

Of course, we’re not the only ones making positive change. From a tourism development
perspective, it has been a joy to witness the success of others. The resurrection of the Speed
Bowl comes most immediately to mind, but the Shute’s Bison Mural, Hotrods for the Hospital,
Kallie Brown Esthetics, Jared Meyer’s work getting Whitetail Properties involved with the former
Bud Palace tournament at the Red Cloud Golf Course, Alley Cats Bar & Grill, Abundant Life
Honey, Juan’s Bar & Grill, the Palace receiving recognition from KRVN for being a great
steakhouse, Village Pharmacy pivoting to offering refreshments and boutique shopping, various
AirBnB startups, recognition of Kay Cover and Red Cloud’s softball legacy at lllian Field, Mark
Dahle’s Art Gallery, new welcome signs at all of our entry points into town, and new exhibits at
the Webster County Historical Museum, one of Red Cloud’s hidden gems.

I’'m sure that this is an incomplete list and with the exception of RCCF accomplishments, I've
focused here almost entirely on tourism related achievements. And we can’t pretend that we
haven’t had a few missteps and failures along the way—launching First Fridays art walk and
sustaining a community calendar come to mind. We haven’t done enough to incorporate more
agritourism and recreational activities into our offerings. Housing is still a big struggle. We also
have to acknowledge that the landscape has changed drastically over the last few years for
fundraising and it presents fresh challenges for our continued growth. Donations and support
from our friends and alumni network are truly needed now more than ever if we’re going to
finish projects like the restoration of the Scout Lodge area into the Donald G. Stratton Veterans
Memorial at Hardwick Park. We’re going to need help to make the forthcoming Red Cloud Trails
System Master Plan into a functioning asset that makes the community a safer and more
accessible place to walk and bike. We need help providing the resources small businesses need
to establish a foothold or remain sustainable. We will need help if we’re to rescue more
historical buildings that have no direct connection to the legacy of Willa Cather.

This is all the more true as we have now ended our official partnership with the City of Red
Cloud after 10 productive years. But we’ve grown enough now to strike out more on our own,
free up that money for other worthy projects, and look forward to creating new partnerships.
We also look forward to continuing to work with the City to get great things done for Red Cloud,
like Hardwick Park and the Recreation Trail. It has been an honor to help transform Red Cloud’s
downtown over the last 10 years and | am excited about what we can all achieve in Webster
County together over the next decade.



