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REMINDER 

The PCHS Quarterly  
Meeting will be held on  

Tuesday, August 12, 2008 at 
7:30 p.m. at the  

Nebraska Prairie Museum. 

OF THE PHELPS COUNTY HISTORICAL SOCIETY

 

From the President 

 We can help you! 

 Need a great place to host a meeting? The  

Nebraska Prairie Museum’s Phelps County Room may be 

the perfect place and soon will be even better. Drive up 

parking, interesting atmosphere and historical  

surroundings, tables and chairs for a few or a couple 

hundred, plus the use of a projector, screen and public 

address system in a climate controlled environment. 

 We can help you with catering if nourishment is required (sorry, we’re 

alcohol and smoke free). The great news is we are going to improve. Already  

ordered are a new public address system, larger projector screen and new  

projector. We want to meet your needs. 

 Business meetings, class reunions, family gatherings, service club meet-

ings and special events. Give us a call and we will do our best to help you out. 

We want people to see and enjoy our wonderful museum. 

 We also have other surprising venues to offer. The Scandinavian church 

is available for weddings, memorials and other related activities and holds about 

70. It includes a small dining room, kitchen and a bathroom. The Snowball school 

is available for schools and groups that would prefer an educational atmosphere. 

And last, but not least, is the Anderson House. 

Its 1900’s home atmosphere has been used for 

coffees, teas and small club meetings with 

light snacks. 

 Please think of us if you need a 

“special meeting place.” We would love to be 

your hosts and share with you what we are all 

about. 

Location   Seating 

Phelps County Room 220 

Scandinavian Church 70 

Snowball Schoolhouse 30 

Anderson House  12 

 

P.S.  Life Members and Annual Members get 

one free use of these facilities. 

Bob Butz, President 



2 



3 

 

Executive Director’s 
Message 

By Dan VanDyke 
 

 “Hey, what’s going on at the 

museum?” “Did you guys ever install 

the air conditioning at the museum?” 

“I thought the museum was going to 

put in paving in the parking area?” “What ever happened to 

that new sign for the museum?” “When is the new library 

addition going to be done?” These are just a few of the  

comments I receive from people in the community asking 

about the Nebraska Prairie Museum projects. Hopefully, the  

information to follow will help answer some of the questions. 

 The new heating and cooling system has been  

installed for a couple of months now. When you come to visit 

the museum, the offices, library, first exhibit area (original 

building) and the Phelps County conference room are all air 

conditioned.  

 The paving project is in-the-works as they say. Due 

to the rainy weather our contractors have indicated the  

paving project could get started in July. Once the paving is 

completed the new lighted sign for the museum will be  

installed. The new library addition is in the design phase. We 

are working with a company (Gaylord) that is helping us  

design the space. Once the design process has been completed 

the materials and furnishings will be ordered and the new 

library addition can be started. 

 Verle Straatmann Enterprises is in the process of 

working on the new audio and visual system for the Phelps 

County Conference Room. Straatmann Enterprises is also 

installing a new projection unit in the Camp Atlanta Theater. 

The previous projection unit was 8 years old and would not 

function. 

 In addition to these projects the museum just  

dedicated the Children’s Home display during the ‘Home 

Kids’ reunion June 27th through the 29th. New lighting has 

been added in the Town Square west side area. The new  

Rural Phelps County Firefighters display work continues 

with a dedication date for early October 2008.  

 The Nebraska Prairie Museum is a historical, social 

and economic asset to Phelps County and the community of 

Holdrege.  

 Thank you for your personal and financial support.  

MY BAD! 

 That is the up-to-date expression for "I made a  

mistake."  In the last Stereoscope I identified the donors of 

the windows for the firehouse as LARSONs. The generous 

couple are Ray and Ruth NELSON, and I am sorry that at 

my age I can't keep the Olsons, Petersons, Andersons,  

Larsons and Nelsons straight.  MY BAD!! Sorry, Ray and 

Ruth. 

Signed ~ Susan Berry, Terry, no Perry. 

Firehouse 
Display 
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W. C. Rittenhouse follows in the capacity of loan agent. On 

the next block we find the new store building of Swan  

Larson, which is to be occupied as a general store by a Bloom-

ington firm and will be open for business Jan. 1. Smith & 

James, who do a general land agent business, with the law 

attached, are next. The only restaurant in Holdrege is kept in 

the building adjacent to the above, by Mr. Stevens, where the 

hungry callers always get good meals. Benjamin Gaskill of 

Bloomington is next. He has built himself a shop and will be 

ready in a few days to enter into the harness business in full 

blast. James’ Grocery is the last on the block, where a full line 

of everything that is good to eat may be purchased.    

 Johnson, Hultquist & Co., last on the east side of the 

street. They moved in their general stock last week and will 

enlarge their building immediately. At the corner on the west 

side comes the State Commercial Bank kept by Einsel  

Brothers. Dravo and Norberg, land and law, follow next. Mrs. 

McKillip will keep the 99-cent store which means everything 

you want for that amount. Vanderhoff and Duff are the  

gentlemanly druggists who bought out Watkins Bros. of 

Phelps and moved the business to Holdrege. Mr. Sandahl, 

next in location, is the merchant tailor. Mrs. Ward does the 

millinery business for Holdrege. Mr. Uhl, the grocery man, is 

from Phillipsburg, Kan. and the people of that place speak 

highly of him, both as a citizen and businessman, A. P.  

Erickson is building a large store building on the south corner 

of the block and will move his stock from Phelps Center. 

(Holdrege Continued from page 4) T. M. Hopwood runs the Arlington Hotel which is chuck full 

all the time. Adjoining is the Nugget office owned by the 

same gentleman, who is always alive to the best interests of 

Phelps county. Jackson Bennett are south of the Nugget  

office. They are from Naponee and will open a general  

merchandise store. Next door is the billiard hall of P.  

Manning. Then comes the boarding house of Latta and  

Ellingsworth. Last, but not least, is the dwelling of M. C. 

Davis, which we understand is to be enlarged and converted 

into a hotel in the near future. The professional men are Dr. 

Hoyt, M.D.; Dr. Guild, M.D.; Dr. Watkins, M.D.: and Dr.  

Maberly, dentist.   

Holdrege Block, West Avenue 

2008 Swedish Days 

King and Queen 

Bill and Barb Blackburn 
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First Disastrous Fire in Holdrege 
was fought without the aid of a  
Fire Department 
 
 The fear of all towns in the early days was fire.  

Holdrege had its first disastrous fire in 1887 starting between 

4th and 5th on West Avenue. The only brick building on 

West Avenue at the time was the Commercial State Bank 

built by the Einsel Brothers in 1884. This was the first brick 

building in Holdrege. The question remains, are these two 

pictures the same building? If so it has been extensively  

redone.  

 Since the block building is still standing at 4th and 

West Avenue, I asked the owner if I could see some of the 

interior. Inside the building is brick and the outside now has 

a block exterior. The block exterior could have been put on 

in 1889 which is the date on this building. 

 The article below tells of the damage to the brick 

building including the west front and melting the granite 

iron cornice. 

 The only reference to the fire after the March 1st 

issue, was Mrs. M. A. McKillip’s ad, stating she was closing 

out her Millinery goods at cost and closing business and that 

the Commercial State Bank had replaced their plate glass 

windows that broke during the fire. 

 The editor, T. M. Hopwood probably didn’t want to 

dwell on the negative very long as Holdrege was continuing 

to grow at a rapid rate. 

 

This photograph is City National Bank probably at 401 West 
Avenue in the early 1900s.   

This is an early line drawing of the Commercial State Bank found 
in the March 1, 1887 Holdrege newspaper called the  
Nebraska Nugget. At that time this was referred to as the bank 
block and was the first brick building in Holdrege being built in 
1884. The bank changed its name at least three times;  
Commercial State Bank, United States Bank and City  
National Bank.  Mr. E. D. Einsel purchased the lot at 401 West 
Avenue on the 6th of November 1883 after moving to Holdrege 
from Phelps Center.  

 

GREAT FIRE 
From the Nebraska Nugget,  May 10, 1887 

A Whole Row of Business Houses Laid in Ashes 

Seven Buildings Burned with a Large Amount of  

Merchandise and Other Property 

Total Loss Foots Up More Than  

Twenty-Five Thousand Dollars 

Hardly One-Half Covered by Insurance 

The Fire is supposed to be the Work of an Incendiary. 

 Just a few minutes after seven o’clock Sunday morn-

ing while many of our citizens were still peacefully  

slumbering, the dread cry of fire ran out through the quiet 

Sabbath air. Many feet were soon hurrying to the spot where 

a dense volume of smoke was pouring from a building on the 

west side of West Avenue between Haydon and Hoyt Streets, 

adjoining Moore Bros. billiard hall on the north. 

 The flames burst out on the building by the time the 

first arrivals reached the spot and in a few moments the  

billiard hall and Winquest’s merchant tailor establishment 
(Fire Continued on page 7) 
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were enveloped in flames. No means being at hand to check 

the fire everybody turned their attention to removing goods 

and property from the store and building, which would  

inevitably be devoured by flames. 

 Soon the music and book stores of W. O. Smith, 

which stood a few feet north of the building in which the fire 

originated caught fire, and it seemed but an instant till the 

south side and the south half of the room were in blaze. The 

wind being from a little west of north the fire did not burn so 

rapidly as to prevent by energetic work, the removal of almost 

all the goods and furniture, including a large piano, from the 

lower story of the building. Those who occupied the upper 

story did not fare so well. Mrs. Prof. Worden who occupied 

rooms above, lost $100 worth of household goods. Mrs. 

Wright, wife of a B & M engineer, who lived in an upper suit 

of rooms, was aroused from slumber by some one and had 

only time to dress herself and snatch a silk dress from a hook 

on the wall and escape as the devouring element burst 

through and filled the room with flames and smoke. Those 

people suffer a loss of $800 in furniture and household goods. 

The building soon succumbed to the flames and the building 

north, from which everything had been removed, was on fire. 

This was torn down and part of the material saved from the 

fire. 

 But south of where the fire started the scene was 

different. The flames speedily communicated with  

Sheneberger and Wagner’s hardware store, a two story  

building. 

 By this time the heat had become intense. The wind 

had increased in velocity while the air was full of burning 

cinders and live coals. Almost everybody had given up all 

hopes of saving any part of the business portion of West  

Avenue, on the west side, and some buildings were on fire on 

the east side of the street. But vigilance was the watch word 

of the hour, and every emergency found a man with cool head 

and willing hands to meet it. 

 But a battle for the safety of the city was fought at 

the corner of Hayden Street and West Avenue. Drano’s, 

McKillip’s and Einsel’s wooden building stood directly in line 

of the fire, with a wind sending heat and smoke and burning 

brands over these buildings as well as two blocks further on 

and even as far as across the railroad track, it seemed as if it 

was almost a hopeless effort to undertake to stay the progress 

of the devouring flames, and not a few felt that a large portion 

of our fair city was doomed to be laid in ashes. But men with 

(Fire Continued from page 6) spirits born with exigencies of the hour breasted the burning 

tide and covered the roofs and sides with wet blankets,  

covering them with salt while water was being handed as fast 

as could be used. Still further south for more than a block the 

danger was almost as great as in immediate proximity of the 

flames. Almost every house had been on fire. The blaze had 

started several times on the Arlington Hotel, burning coals, 

swept down the sidewalks, starting fires promiscuously on 

each side of the street, yet some one was on hand to quench 

the springing flames. There was but little excitement, but a 

great dread seemed to cast its shadow over every  

countenance. Wives and children and men who were fighting 

the progress of the flames gave up hope of saving homes  

commenced carrying their possessions from the building they 

inhabited to a place of safety, and by the time the fire king 

laid down his scepter, every family on the west side of the 

avenue had their goods and chattels out of reach of danger 

and some who were doing business on the street had  

removed their goods and the Holdrege Citizen’s material had 

been carried from the office with the exception of presses and 

machinery. 

 In less than an hour and half from the time the fire 

broke out the danger of further spread of fire was over, and 

seven buildings with much of their contents were in ruins. 

 The loss of buildings and property burned and 

breakage and injury in moving will amount to over $25,000. 

The insurance will not cover half the loss on McGrew and 

Hymer’s small building occupied as a dwelling. The loss is 

$250. W. O. Smith’s $2,500; goods, $600. Einsel's’ two frame 

buildings burned $1,600. The bank block was also damaged 

to the extent of $1,200 by heat breaking the French plate 

glass on west front and melting the granite iron cornice. 

Their loss on the frame building next to Duff’s brick in the 

block south of the fire, which was partly torn down, will 

amount to $200. H. C. Winquest’s loss on building $1,500, on 

the goods $200. Moore Brothers, billiard hall, $1,500; tables 

and fixtures $1,600. Sheneberger & Wagner building $2,000, 

stock $3,000. John Loew butchers’ tools and stock, $200. L. 

Downing, who resided over Winquests tailor shop, lost 

household goods amounting to $100. Other parties, whose 

names we did not learn, residing on the same floor, lost every-

thing; amount not positively known, but estimated at $300. 

Mrs. McKillip lost heavily in the removal of her goods, also  

S. A. Dravo on office furniture and household goods, which 

were broken and damaged by hasty removal. Indeed it is hard 

(Fire Continued on page 8) 
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to enumerate everyone and the amount of each loss, who  

suffered damage on account of the fire. Suffice it to say that it 

falls heavily on very many and on some extremely so, as they 

lost the entire accumulation of years of toil in one fell swoop. 

 Our citizens responded nobly and worked with zeal 

and clear-headedness which was astonishing under the  

circumstances. Without any means at hand with which to do 

effective work it is a great wonder that so much was  

accomplished. It would be unfair to speak of individual merit 

where everyone who could lent a helping hand. Our city  

council and officers were conspicuous for their presence and 

faithful work, and we believe our city authorities have learned 

a valuable lesson from this disaster, and that immediate and 

effective steps will be taken to secure adequate means to put 

out the fires and prevent the spread of flames. Much valuable 

property could have been saved Sunday Morning by  

organized fire service, with even ordinary mechanical  

appliances to have worked with. 

(Fire Continued from page 7) 

One Man’s Dream 
 

 120 years ago, the young Rev. Alex Nordin had a dream which has long ago 

overflowed into Phelps County history. Rev. Nordin wanted to care for children that 

had no place to live, either because they were orphans, and their family could not 

provide for them. The first few children were cared for in his parent’s home, north of 

Holdrege. 

 He made trips to Chicago area churches for financial support, but also 

found several children there that needed care. By 1990 there were 22 children living 

in the home which was near his parents’ residence. The next year sizeable farm 

ground was rented so that the enterprise could raise as much food as possible for the 

children and staff.   

 By 1892, the number of children who had arrived had outgrown the  

facilities available to them, so a new building, 48 by 60 was built, and it contained 

housing, a school, and a chapel. The staff was fairly stable, and had a superintendent 

that oversaw all operations. The farm was operated at first by volunteer neighbors, 

but then had one manager appointed to grow the crops, raise the chickens and beef, 

and to see that all was harvested. 

 The board of directors were from the neighborhood and from the “free” 

churches in the area. They met to approve management of the home and farm, to 

raise financial support and to plan for the future of the “Orphans Home.” As the 

number of children arriving continued to rise, the board began planning for  

expansion, and in the early 1900’s a separate school building was built as were a  
(Dream Continued on page 10) 

‘Home Kid’ Jean Meyer poses by a  
recreation of her handmade rope. 
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Home Kids 

By Susan Perry 
 

 The Nebraska Prairie Museum board was pleased to host the reunion of 

the "home kids" the last weekend of June. Some who attended had never been 

back to any of the previous reunions so they added their enthusiasm and stories to 

all the reminiscing going on. On Saturday morning a special time for coffee,  

visiting and dedicating the new exhibit which shows the history and the life at 

the home had been planned for all "the kids," their families and the community. 

Many gathered around several tables of scrapbooks, photos and pictorial history 

which Sandra Slater and her staff had assembled near the front of the museum. 

The genealogy staff was kept very busy finding and copying materials for many 

who found some historical data they wanted to have. Ken Mosman 

was also busy signing the book he has written which enumerates the 

over 1,100 kids that were in the home at one time or another. 

 In the Phelps County room, coffee, rolls, muffins and juice 

were served to the overflow crowd. They heard the museum's director, 

Dan VanDyke, express the board's desire to build and dedicate the 

Christian Children’s' Home exhibit, which he said had been a very  

important part of the county's history. Bud Exstrom entertained the 

crowd with memories of his life while growing up there, and gave  

special thanks to the museum, to the staff and superintendents who 

had shepherded the residents, and to the Evangelical Free Churches of 

this area and of Nebraska who supported the home throughout its 

existence. Mr. Mosman briefly talked about the book he has authored 

also. 

 The rest of the morning was spent in lively conversation between "kids" and those 

from the community who had come to visit with them and to attend the dedication. 

 Other events of the weekend that were at the museum were church services in the 

restored church and a catered dinner in the Phelps County Room. Many visited the new 

exhibit several times over the weekend, and the museum board invites the community to 

see this newest display which commemorates such a unique part of our history. 
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Nebraska Prairie Museum’s 
Quarterly Display 
Antique Wooden Automobile  
and Train Display 

Created by Dave Black 

 Dave started his hobby in 1995 while helping his wife 

with a wood craft project. Using a lathe and reclaimed wood from 

garage sales, such as shelves and tables, he is able to create models 

of vintage automobiles and trains using blueprints and patterns. 

His interest in automobiles is obvious; Dave is the parts manager at 

Black Motor Company in Holdrege. 

 The display will be in the Phelps County Room at the 

Nebraska Prairie for the third quarter of this year. 

waterworks and a “modern laundry.” By 1917-18 the board 

began talking about building a modern facility, perhaps  

moving it nearer Holdrege. At this time there were 75 kids at 

the home, and almost all of them were victims of the virulent 

flu which swept the country at that time. 

 As with many cooperative and large projects,  

drawing the plans and raising the support took several years. 

In 1925 the Holdrege Chamber of Commerce pledged $25,000 

which was raised and surpassed in a one day community- 

wide drive. The schools, which had been raising money, were 

dismissed to march through downtown Holdrege, depositing 

their donations as they went. Through the generosity of many 

churches, the town of Holdrege, and many individuals from 

here and many other places, the building with a capacity of 

100 kids, was built the next year, and remained in operation 

till the early 1950s. 

 So one man’s dream of offering loving care to needy 

children grew into a very successful Christian-based  

children’s home. The home sat at the edge of Holdrege, but it 

was an integral part of the community. Schumarts  

(Dream Continued from page 8) barbershop offered free haircuts, local church was attended, 

and every winter Holdrege citizens filled the Christmas wish 

list of the kids printed in the local paper. After the eighth 

grade, kids were bussed to high school, and their names and 

faces are in the yearbooks and the record books of the  

Dusters.   

 One of those “kids” is Jean Meyer who lives in  

Bertrand.  Over the years she had accumulated much history, 

photographs, and artifacts from the home. She donated them 

to Nebraska Prairie Museum when the board agreed that this 

part of Phelps County history should be remembered and 

commemorated. During the last few months, an exhibit  

featuring the history of the home and life within its walls has 

been finished. One of its highlights is a stained glass window 

and another is the dining room setting with the actual dishes 

which were on the tables at mealtime. During the “home 

kids” reunion, on the morning of June 28th the Christian 

Children’s Home display was dedicated. 

 Please stop by and check out this unique piece of 

Phelps county history. 
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Phelps County Historical Society 
Memorials 

April 14 through July 9, 2008 

In memory of Robert Johnson 
Mr. & Mrs. Marvin Westcott 
 
In memory of Luvern Larson 
Holdrege High School Class of 1947 
 
In memory of Jack Waller 
Norma Waller 
Mr. & Mrs. Ivan Samuelson 
Mr. & Mrs. Marvin Westcott 
Mr. & Mrs. James Ostgren 
Mr. & Mrs. Bill Perry 
 
In memory of Raymond Johnson 
Mr. & Mrs. Bill Perry 
Mr. & Mrs. William Johnson 
 
In memory of Rachel J. Miserentino 
Mary Lou Abramson 
 
In memory of Jesse Anderson 
Mr. & Mrs. Lloyd Erickson 

 
In memory of Don Larson 
Beverly Bozung 
 
In memory of Roger Johnson 
Mr. & Mrs. Ivan Samuelson 
Mr. & Mrs. Rodger Lien 
 
In memory of Robert Fox 
Mr. & Mrs. Marvin Westcott 
 
In memory of Dorothy Anderson  
Mr. & Mrs. Ivan Samuelson 
 
In memory of Charlene ‘Char’ Hoxmeier 
Bernice Harris 
Mr. & Mrs. Wesley P. Nelson 
Mary Lou Abramson 
Mr. & Mrs. Bill Perry 
Mr. & Mrs. Samuel Stroup 
Harry Dahlstrom 
Judy Schrock 
 
In memory of Ruth King 
Mr. & Mrs. Ivan Samuelson 
 
In memory of Jeanne McClymont 
Mr. & Mrs. Bill Perry 

Nebraska Prairie Museum  
Presents an opportunity for you to leave your legacy with a personalized paver in our memorial garden. 

 
Each paver may include up to three lines of text, 12 characters per line including spaces and punctuation  

(a maximum of 36 characters total). 3”x7” engraving surface paver has beveled edge. 
 
Examples: 
 
 
 
YES! I wish to order _____ Bricks at $65.00 each. 
 
 
 
Brick 1: 
 
 
 
 
Brick 2: 
 

IN  MEMORY OF 
PAUL & PAT  
PETERSON 

HERMAN HEFT 
8-6-88 

            

            

            

            

            

            

Name:        

Address:       

City:         

State:     Zip:     

Phone:       

Amount of Tax Deductible Donation  $    

 
Return you check and order form to: 
 
Phelps County Historical Society 

PO Box 164 
Holdrege, NE 68949 

 
For information call:  

(308) 995-5015 
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P.O. BOX 164 
HOLDREGE, NEBRASKA 68949 
 
ADDRESS CORRECTION REQUESTED 

 If you’re looking for a unique gift 

that is Nebraska or locally made, the 

Nebraska Prairie Museum Gift Shop 

is the place to go!  

 There are hand painted dishes, 

model windmill kits, books, jewelry, 

painted rocks, jellies, syrups - you 

name it! There’s something 

for everyone! 

 Why not check us out 

the next time you’re looking 

for “something special” to 

add to your gift list! 


