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Last week, we celebrated Pike-Pawnee Week in Webster County. The week recognizes the 
historical significance of Lieutenant Zebulon Pike's expedition to the American Southwest, which 
included a nearly 2 week long stay along the Republican River between Red Cloud and Guide 
Rock. It's the only spot in Nebraska that Pike visited during his journey and it’s one of two 
National Historic Landmarks in Webster County (the other being the Willa Cather Childhood 
Home). Only 22 places are designated as National Historic Landmarks in the state of Nebraska. 
 
During their time in Nebraska (Sept. 25-Oct. 6 or 7, 1806), Pike and his men encountered the 
largest known settlement of the Kitkehahki (Republican) band of the Pawnee people. For many 
years, the location of the Kitkehahki settlement that interacted with Pike was erroneously 
believed to be at a different site downriver near the present day town of Republic, KS. That’s 
why the Pawnee Indian Museum Kansas State Historic Site exists. It’s also why you’re likely to 
zoom right by the historical marker as you drive down River Road between roads 1800 and 1900 
(you can find it on Google Maps though--it’s just down the road from the Diversion Dam exit). 
The land is presently owned by the Nebraska State Historical Society Foundation and that 
organization hosts occasional archeological digs at the site.   
 
Last March, I asked the Webster County Board of Commissioners to pass a resolution declaring 
every Sept. 30th-Oct. 6th to be Pike-Pawnee Week. Webster County’s resolution is a small step in 
helping bring more attention to the story of Zebulon Pike and the Pawnee. Our inaugural 
celebrations were very modest, mostly social media posts, a podcast, and TikToks on the Visit 
Red Cloud page recounting the historical significance of the location. In future years, we hope to 
budget funds to market the event and host one or more educational programs connected to the 
week. We’d love to potentially partner with the State Historical Society on some sort of event at 
the site. My hope is that we could spur enough activity and interest in the area that we can one 
day improve the signage out at the site and perhaps even establish a museum quality exhibit at 
a location in Guide Rock or at the Webster County Historical Museum in Red Cloud. My dream 
would be that we could do these things with the guidance of the Pawnee people.  
 
On a related note, did you know that there was an effort to establish a Zebulon Pike National 
Historic Trail? It's actually fairly remarkable that at least some section of Pike's various 
expeditions--which stretch across 24 states, 3 Canadian provinces, and 2 provinces in Mexico--
has not been recognized previously.  
 
Recent efforts suffered a setback when the National Park Service (NPS) determined that the 
feasibility study the Pike National Historic Trail Association submitted failed to meet eligibility 
criteria for a historic trail designation. That decision is a bit curious given Pike's importance to 
helping open American settlement in the southwest and overcoming the Spanish military 
presence in the region (including here in Nebraska). Some have speculated that the rejection 
may have been politically motivated.  



 
Regardless of those circumstances, Pike's achievements and mere presence deserve to be 
recognized as it was a pivotal moment for all the people involved. Pawnee history in the region 
continues to be undervalued if not outright ignored. Doing more to recognize the Pike-Pawnee 
interaction can help bring their stories to light. There’s a lingering misconception that there 
wasn’t much happening out here before the arrival of the pioneers. In reality, the Pawnee and 
others existed and thrived in the region for centuries. Both the stories of Pike and the Pawnee 
have deep historical, military and cultural significance. I hope that we can get the help we need 
to do a better job of telling their stories.  
 
The Pike National Historic Trail Association has recently regrouped and is now attempting to 
establish an International Pike Trail and will apparently forego seeking national historic trail 
designation from NPS. Impact on the region, whether it's an international trail or a NPS trail, 
would likely be on par with the impact of other national historic trails such as the Oregon and 
Mormon Trail--which is to say it would attract tourists and history buffs and improved signage 
would be located along the route on the right-away of public roads. The impact to private 
property owners along the route would be minimal or non-existent unless they invite it.  
 
From a Heritage Tourism perspective, the positive outcomes of being the only Nebraska location 
of an international or national historic trail at its northern most point smack dab in the middle 
of the country is tremendous. That in and of itself makes us a unique and highly accessible 
destination. When you pair that with all of the Cather historic sites, the nearby Starke Round 
Barn, and dozens of interesting sites along the trail in north central Kansas, there’s a heck of an 
opportunity to bring more interest to the region. 
 
Doing more to recognize the Pike Pawnee Village National Historic Landmark and completing 
the Hardwick Park/Donald G. Stratton Veterans Memorial are just two examples of how we can 
diversify our heritage tourism assets and capture the interest of a wider array of people. I’m 
already thinking of events we might be able to do, like a gravel bike race between here and the 
Republic KS Pawnee site or along the actual Pike Trail down to our friends in Courtland, KS at 
Irrigation Ales. Someone other than me could organize living history events and reenact the 
Pike Pawnee meeting. We could partner with the Rock Creek Station near Fairbury, the Pawnee 
museum near Republic and the Genoa boarding school museum up in Nance County. These are 
just possible examples. If you’re interested in helping us figure out what more we can do to tell 
the story of Pike and the Pawnee, please shoot me an e-mail: 
jmccartney@redcloudnebraska.com  
 
There are several resources available for you to learn more about the Pike Pawnee Site and 
related issues. I’d start with the trove of information you can find at the Pike National Historic 
Trail Association (zebulonpike.org) and at the Nebraska State Historical Society 
(history.nebraska.gov). For a more complete insight into Pawnee culture and history I would 
highly recommend that you make a visit to the Pawnee Indian Museum in Republic (less than an 
hour from Red Cloud, 35 minutes if you know the backroads) and the Museum of the Pawnee 
Nation in Pawnee, OK (pawneenation.org). You should also read Walter Echo-Hawk’s historical 
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novel, The Sea of Grass: A Family Tale from the American Heartland. It’s a book that should land 
right next to Willa Cather, John Neihardt, and Mari Sandoz on your Nebraska bookshelf. For the 
purposes of this column, it’s particularly relevant as it places Pawnee cosmology and origin 
stories in and around southern Webster County.  
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