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By Randy Mink

Touring Nebraska’s Panhandle invokes visions of wagon trains and hardy pioneers

ook at a map of Nebraska and you'll see there aren't that

many towns on the western side, at least compared fo the

eastern and central parts of the state. The largest city, Scotts-

bluff, has a population of only 15,000, and many communities num-
ber in the hundreds.

Traveling through the high' plains of Western Nebraska, you wil

find rolling grasslands. barbed:wire fences and black angus cattle

aplenty, along with corn fields here and majestic buttes there. Your |

maln impressions of Nebraska's Panhandle center on wide-open

*
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space and the frontier feeling conjured up by landscapes reminis- |

centof the American West, But this is the Midwest. Or s it?
Perusingthe map also reveals that Colorado, South Dakota and
Wyoming neighbor Nebraska's western reaches. Oniseveral occa-
sjons during our trip, we were |ust miles from the borders of all three.
In fact; the group trip to Western Nebraska started and ended in Den-

~ver, the most convenlent airport. Rapid Cily, South Dakota would be |

oige forthese flying in.
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wagaons that relled along the Oregon Trall, reflect that westward slant.
It's possible to see the original wagon ruts in several places, though
grass had covered them up at two sites we visited in June, leaving
[t up to.our imagination.

Chimney Rock, a tall'spire rising out of a dome-like
outcropping, was the natural landmark most often
mentioned in the journals and diaries of settlers on
the westward trek. In the U.S. Mint's quarter series,
the iconic formation is pictured on the back of the
Nebragka coln.

From the visitor center's terrace at Chimney
Rock National Historic Site near Bayard, tourists
take photos of the rock (a hoodoo in geological
lingo) that signaled the end of the prairie
fon pioneers on the Oregon, Mormon
and California tralls,




They could see it tWo days before, from 37 miles away. One of the | but beware of raftlesnakes. The visitor center has museum exhibits

half-million seftlers Who passed it called Chimney. Rock “the most re-
markable thing | eVersaw.” Many carved theirinitials on it. Adirt road
near the visitor center provides access for those who care to walk
through grass for three-fourths of a mile and climb Chimney Rock,

and a video that tells the story of the great migration West,

Closer to the Wyoming border, more storles of westward
movement come alive at Scotts Bluff National Monument, another
landmark that guided intrepid settlers. A series of wind-sculpted,
clay-and-sandstone buttes, an escarpment rising 800 feet above the

Platte River Valley, could easily be a \Western movie set.
Visitor center exhibits deseribe the hardships of the long Ore-
gon Trail journey that started in St. Joseph or Independ-
ence, Missouri. The very sight of the bluffs, you learn,
was a psychological reward for those who had trudged
for days (15 miles a day) through endless prairie on
their creaking woaden prairie schaoners. Wrote one
woman about the tedious trek: "How | wish the Indi-

ans would attack. | am so bored."

During the summer at covered wagens oltside
the Scolts Bluff visitor center; living history inter-
preters describe life on the trail and cook up vit-

tles over the fire. You might have a chance to

sample hard tack—tasteless, rock-hard bis-

cults made from flour and water—but don't

break your teeth. The wagons and cos-

tumed characters provide great photo
opportunities.

Scotts:BluffiNatlonal Morurment
pravidesiall the right elements
for that'romanticlzed soene of

' westardmigration;
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12-MILLION-YEAR-OLD SNAPSHOT: ASHFALL FOSSIL BEDS

About 12 million years ago, a superheated mass of magma spewed into the air in
what is now Idaho. It spread ash all over the northern quadrant of North America.
Animals that inhaled the ash suffocated. Near a pond in what is now Eastern
Nebraska, the animals came to slake their unquenchable thirst. Beasts and birds
died where they drank, their bodies falling into the wet ash, which hardened over
time. The spot where they died has not been, as in S0 many other parts of the
country, bulldozed by glaciers; instead, the shape of the animals remained
unseen until they were discovered by Mike Voorhies, a University of Nebraska
paleontologist. When we visited, Voorhies himself was there, picking away at
dusty mounds of dried ash, uncovering prehistoric camels, three-toed horses,
rhinos...and species of bird found nowhere else on Earth. The ashfall provides a
kind of snapshot of the animal and plant life that used to inhabit this region. Now
all excavation takes place in an enclosed area with walkways for visitors to stroll
around the periphery of the dig, which is still yielding new information about what

http://www.afar.com/places/ashfall-fossil-beds-state-historical-park-
royal?context=keyword&context_ld=ashfall




AFAR

this part of the world was like a long time ago. There is an undeniable eeriness
about being in a place where so many perished in a catastrophe of unimaginable
dimensions. A visit here puts you in your place by reminding you that we humans
still live on the same Earth, which regularly obliterates untold humbers of living
things in the blink of an eye.

hitp://www.afar.com/places/ashfall-fossil-beds-state-historical-park-
royal?context=keyword&context_id=ashfall
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Smith Collection Museum of American Speed:
Accelerated Learning

n upscale office park in the prai-

rie town of Lincoln, Nebraska, is

not the sort of place youd expect
to find a world-class race-car museum.
Even the demure entrance belies the ve-
hicular treasures that lie within. Still, the
Smith Collection Museum of American
Speed presents row after row of gleam-
ing, racing machines, show cars, antique
cars, street rods, hot rods, and hotted-up
production vehicles. If a car can exceed
the legal speed limit by 100 mph, there’s
an example of it here somewhere.

It’s the Smithsonian of speed, the his-
tory of race cars under one roof. Look-
ing at the muscular Mercury and Pon-
liac stock cars, “Fronty” Fords, lakesters,
Indy cars, streamliners, and other speed-
sters, you can practically hear the roar of
the powerful engines and smell the high-
octane fuel.

This unabashed shrine to American
speed was the baby of founder Donald
William “Speedy Bill” Smith. He collect-
ed vehicles for 40 years before opening
the 135,000-square-foot musetim in 1992
as a lax-exempt nonprofit organization,

“I'm proud of my collection,” Smith
told me when we mel some months be-
fore his death on May 30, 2014. “My
friends had seen me at Hershey swap
meets and auctions, and knew what 1
was doing. They would come to see my
collection, So [ started the museum as a
private collection.”

Speedy Bill was born in 1929 with
need-for-speed DNA deeply embedded
in his genes. He owned his first car at 14,
without a driver’s license. Tt was a Model
T Ford.

With 60 years of racing and making
and selling speed parts under his belt,
Smith was a walking encyclopedia on
the evolution of automobile racing. His
personal involvement in the sport be-
gan on half-mile county fair tracks. “My
first race was in a ‘roaring roadster’ 1930
Model A car with a 1940 Ford V-8 “tlat-
head’ engine,” he recalled. “1 was 20
years old, and the car cost me $106.”

In the Fifties and Sixties, Smith raced
dragsters, stock cars, modifieds, and
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sprint cars. Then, in the Seventies, he
raced Champ-series dirt cars, and sprint
cars as one of the original “Outlaw” rac-
ers. In the Eighties and Nineties, he raced
American Indycar Series open-wheelers
and Bonneville streamliners.
Meanwhile, he had built his business,
Speedway Motors, established in 1952,
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into one of the largest in the country; pro-
ducing custom parts for racing cars. It
remains a thriving business today, run by
sons Carson, Craig, Clay, and Jason.

On my tour of the three-story muse-
um, the show cars, with their outrageous
body designs, caught my eye first. Tew
cars anywhere are as outré as the Red

Baron, little more than a massively out-
sized German World War I helmel atop
a two-scat cockpit resting on a T-buckel
chassis, and with a briglitly chromed
exposed engine oul front. Designed by
Tom Daniel for a Monogram model kit
that was a best seller when released in
1968, the full-size show car was built to
capitalize on the Red Baron’s popularity.

The low-slung green-and-white Oul-
law is a 2008 clone of Ed “Big Daddy”
Roth’s famous Fifties custom T-bucket
roadster. Builder Fritz Schenck even
used fiberglass body molds taken from
the original Outlaw, which still exists.

The museum’s most unusual show
car is undoubtedly the Boothill Express,
built around an original funeral coach,
circa 1850. The Express boasts consider-
ably more horsepower than its inspira-
tion would have used, considering it has
a 426-cid Hemi V-8 with Chrysler push-
button automatic transmission,

Moving, on to the collection of produc-
tion cars revealed a gorgeous blue Tuck-
er Torpedo standing in a corner. When it
was built in 1948, the Tucker was touted
as being 20 years ahead of its time. The
Torpedo’s low floor and tapered roof re-
duced lift forces tremendously, yielding
a top speed of 120 mph—staggering for
the era.

With four-wheel independent suspen-
sion, rear-mounted Franklin helicopter
engine, and pop-out safety windshield,
the Tucker crealed such a sensation that
the company received 300,000 orders,
Sadly, the underfunded company folded
after a mere 51 Tuckers had rolled off the
Chicago production line. Mint Tuckers
sell for 300,000 today because of their
rarity and interesting history.

The museum’ classiest car is, hands-
down, the recreated 1931 Bucciali TAV-8
cabriolet. With its low-slung box-shaped
coach, Rolls-Royce-like body, lengthy
V-12 hood, front-end cow-catcher scoop,
stylish rounded fenders, and massive
searchlight front beams, this distinctive
car is a breathlaking mix of art, class,
and function.

1. The late William “Speedy Bill" Smith with
a gas-turbine composite-body street rod at
the Smith Collection Museum of Speed,
which the Nebraska performance-parts
entrepreneur opened in 1992. 2.4, The
museum's celebration of automotive enthu-
siasm counts a collection of show cars like
the Red Baron (2), a replica of Ed Roth's
Outlaw (3), and the Boothill Express (4).
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Only 151 Buccialis were built, each
customized with its owner’s choice of
coachwork. This copy, built in the early
Seventies by William Tichman, is the
only one of its kind. Almost every part
is hand made, except for the heating and
air conditioning systems, and the radio
and tape deck.

The museum has plenty of Tords, as
they were the basis of many eatly race
cars. The brown 1932 Ford Model 18 is a
restored five-window coupe that would
have cost $490 in its day. The model 18
was a mileslone in American automo-
bile history: the first mass-production V-
8-engined car.

Ah, but that Henry Ford knew how lo
turn out automobiles, 1 came across the
5-millionth Model T that rolled off the
production line on May 28, 1921. Dis-
covered sitting in a building in suburban
Detroit, officials from the Model T Club
of Detroit noticed its engine stamp 1D
number of 5,000,000.

Although grimy and dusty when dis-
covered, the coupe had limited wear.
Cleaned, repaired, and polished, today
she starts up and runs like new,

Another unique Ford on display is
known as “Edsel’s Hot Rod.” This black
beauty was built in 1912 with a rare in-
line six-cylinder engine as an engineer-
ing study. Henry Ford despised sixes, but
Edsel pushed for them despite his father’s
resistance. This lab model has much of
the standard Model T's architecture.

Elsewhere, T notice dozens of minl-
condition racing engines on display
practically everywhere. My guide tells
me that the museum’s restored antique
racing-cngine collection numbers more
than 600—the largest in the world, How-
ever, as noted, there are plenty of com-
plete race cars to see as well.

The red-and-white 1976 Mercury
Montego on display has an interesting
story. Built by the Wood Brothers Racing
team, it ran in NASCAR superspeedway
events from 1976 to 1979, with David
Pearson as its most notable driver.

1. The museum’s group of innovative
produclion cars includes a 1948 Tucker
Torpedo. 2, IU's not a real 1931 Bucciali

but an external copy with modern mechani-
cals. 3. A 1932 Ford, the legendary “duece
coupe” and starling point for countless hot
rods. 4. The collection houses a milestone
Ford Model T. 5. An experimental six-cylinder
car built for Edsel Ford in 1912, 6, 7. A
Model T with a Mercury Speedster body.
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On the final lap of the 1976 Daytona
500, Pearson and Richard Petty were
far ahead of the rest of the field, run-
ning neck-and-neck out of the final
turn when the cars made contact, spun
into the wall, and slid into the infield in
front of the main grandstand, Pearson
managed to kéep his crumpled Mer-
cury running and lumbered across the
line at 20 mph to.win the event. Pearson
went on to win stock car racing’s “Triple
Crown” in ‘76 by also triumphing in the
Charlotte World 600 and the Darlington
Southern 500.

A 1956 Pontiac NASCAR Grand Na-
tional car is a replica ofsthe one driven
that year by DeWayne “Tiny” Lund. The
original was built in the Speedway Mo-
tors shops.

The low-slung 2002 Cadillac North-
star Le Mans Prototype (LMP) catches
my eye. Now this is a race car! The gray
carbon-fiber monocoque chassis was
fabricated in England and assembled in
Atlanta,

Cadillac had several of these cars built
to contest the famous French 24-hour
endurance race and lo compete in the
American Le Mans Series, powered by
Northslar V-8 racing engines, The muse-
um’s model is the second of three LMPs
built for 2002. GM cancelled the project
that same year.

The Cowan and Riggs Chevy was
the champion sprint car of the Califor-
nia Racing Association in 1973, Builder
Roger Beck installed rare Crower fuel in-
jectors in the 350-cid aluminum engine.
This powerplant could generate 600 bhp
in the Nineties.

The “Mechanical Rabbit” sprint car,
with its offset chassis desi gn, came aboul
from the collaboration of drivers Don
Brown, Greg Weld, and Joe Saldana.
Duly impressed after driving one of
Bill Smith’s offset supermodifieds, the
trio created their own models, which
proceeded to clean up the sprint races,
Brown said his goal was to build a car
that would stick to the track like the me-
chanical rabbit at dog races, though all
three cars eventually acquired the nick-
name. The museum’s “Rabbit” belonged
to Saldana.

Going further back in time is a recre-
ation of a 1914 Cornelian. The first Cor-
nelian was built in 1913 by the Blood
Brothers Machine Company in Kalama-
700, Michigan. Advanced features in-
cluded a monocoquie chassis, four-wheel
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independent suspension, and an carly
style of rack-and-pinion steering. A Ster-
ling 103-cid engine provided power.
Louis Chevrolet drove one in the 1915
Indianapolis 500, finishing 20th when
valve failure forced it out after 76 laps.

Another historic recreation is of Henry
Meyer’s Ironty Ford with the Frontenac
overhead-camshaft conversion of the
Model T engine. The original was raced
by Meyer in 1928 and won the Canfield,
Ohio, 100-lap race. After one crash, Mey-
er was pronounced dead at the course,
only to revive during the ride to the
morgue—no doubt a little nonplussed!

The museum’s Ford lakester is typical
of the cars built in the Forties and Fif-
ties for speed runs on the dry lakes of
Southern California. It has a Ford Model
B four-cylinder engine that could achieve
150 mph, and hit 100 mph over a quar-
ter mile. The lakester engine is equipped
with a dohc head, a Bosch magneto igni-
tion, and dual Winfield carburetors.

Any fan of form and function in fast
cars should like the Mercury Speedster
that caught my eye as soon as I entered
the gallery. The maroon two-passenger
body, white canvas roof, wire-spoke
wheels, and boattail rear end ona Model
T chassis make it very easy on the eye.

Designed by three graduates of the
University of Kentucky mechanical-en-
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gineering program, the Mercury Speed-
ster was originally designed for the Ford
Model T chassis. In 1923, they intro-
duced a modified version for use on the
Chevrolet Superior chassis.

More exotic speed cars include a red
cigar-shaped vehicle, the MacKichan-
Schulz Bonneville Streamliner, built

specially for land-speed-record runs
on Utalvs Bonneville Salt Flats. When
equipped with a twin-turbocharged
Chevrolet 350-cid V-8, it was capable of
speeds in excess of 335 mph.

On the third floor is a thoroughly
eclectic assortment of midget and sprint
race cars, but that’s not all. Visitors were
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1, 2. NASCAR stock car racing through the years: David Pearson's 1976 Mercury Montego
(1) and a replica of Tiny Lund's 1956 Pontiac (2). 3. A recreation of a 1914 Cornelian, an
early Indianapolis 500 entry. 4. Built for straight-line speed runs, this Ford lakesler features
a Model B fourcylinder engine. 5. This race car with a Frontenac-head Model T engine served
driver Henry Meyer, 6. A Cadillac LMPO2 from the 2002 American Le Mans Series season.
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walking down memory lane past dozens
of soap-box-derby cars and more than
1000 pedal cars. Behind glass cases hold
hundreds of perfectly assembled model
cars, The museum is festooned with a
huge variety of car toys and memora-
bilia, including racing-themed LP record
covers.

Every other year, the museum plays
host to the International Speedsters Tri-
als & Reunion. Geared towards fans of
pre-1935 four-cylinder cars, events in-
clude a 150-mile road tour through rural
Nebraska and a hill-climb competition.
The next one of the biennial fests will
take place this coming June 24-27.

The Smith Collection Museum of
American Speed is located at 599 Oak
Creek Drive, a few miles south of the
junction of Interstates 80 and 180, and
due west of the University of Nebraska
campus. Visits are by guided tour at
specific times. From May to September,
tours are offered Monday through Friday
starting at 2 pm. From October through
April, tours are conducted only on Fri-
days at 2 .M. The museum is closed
weekends and major holidays.

Admission is $10 per person. Tours last
approximately two hours. (Note that the
museum websile advises it is not appro-
priate for young children.) Cameras are
permitted. The site is available for club,
group, and company events. Lurther in-
formation can by calling (402) 323-3166
or by visiting the website www.museu-
mofamericanspeed.com.,

The ultimate irony of visiting the Mu-
seum of American Speed is that you have
to slow down to take in the superb galler-
ies and race cars. Still, you will enjoy this
shrine to speed immensely.
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Since their town was featured as the fictional Hawthorne, Plainview residents are used to visitors
driving past the movie sites,

Prehistoric disaster

Not far from Plainview, along Highway 20, a world from prehistoric days emerges from volcanic
dust at Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park, a National Natural Landmarlk.

This fascinating site situated on rolling hills and wide-open space takes the visitor back 12
million years to view well-preserved skeletons of prehistoric beasts.

These include three-toed horses, giraffe cainels, bone-crushing dogs and hornless rhinos as they
sought water and relief from the blinding blizzard of sudden volcanic ash that choked and killed
them in their tracks.

Scientists believe the ash that killed and eventually buried the animals blew eastward from a
huge volcanic eruption in what is now southwestern Idaho. Dust settled a foot deep over much of
northern Nebraska, Then, the blinding dust began to blow around like fresh snow filling the
waterholes.

The Nigbrara River valley in Nebraska is famous in the world of paleontology, and it is
considered a prairic Pompeii due to the amazingly preserved skeletons still locked in their death

poses.
Visitors are invited to watch the ongoing excavation of the “time capsule,” an 18,000 square foot
“Rhino Barn” which protects part of the deposit where skeletons are uncovered and displayed
exactly where they arc found.

The patk is open May 1, through Memorial Day weekend, closed Sundays and Mondays.
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Since their town was featured as the fictional Hawthorne, Plainview residents are used to visitors
driving past the movie sites.

Prehistoric disaster

Not far from Plainview, along Highway 20, a world from prehistoric days emerges from volcanic
dust at Ashfall Fossil Beds State Historical Park, a National Natural Landmark.

This fascinating site situated on rolling hills and wide-open space takes the visitor back 12
million years to view well-preserved skeletons of prehistoric beasts.

These include three-toed horses, giraffe camels, bone-crushing dogs and hornless rhinos as they
sought water and relief from the blinding blizzard of sudden volcanic ash that choked and killed
them in their tracks.

Scientists believe the ash that killed and eventually buried the animals blew eastward from a
huge volcanic eruption in what is now southwestern Idaho. Dust settled a foot deep over much of
northern Nebraska. Then, the blinding dust began to blow around like fresh snow filling the
waterholes.

The Niobrara River valley in Nebraska is famous in the world of paleontology, and it is
considered a prairiec Pompeii due to the amazingly preserved skeletons still locked in their death
poses.

Visitors are invited to watch the ongoing excavation of the “time capsule,” an 18,000 square foot
“Rhino Barn” which protects part of the deposit where skeletons are uncovered and displayed
exactly where they are found.

The park is open May 1, through Memorial Day weekend, closed Sundays and Mondays.
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By Randy Mink

Touring Nebraska’s Panhandle invokes visions of wagon trains and hardy pioneers

ook at a map of Nebraska and you'll see there aren't that |

many towns on the western side, at least compared to the

eastern and central parts of the state. The largest cily, Scotts- |

bluff, has a population of only 15,000, and many communities num-
ber in the hundreds,

Traveling through the high plains of Western Nebraska, you will
find rolling grasslands. barbed-wire fences and black angus cattle

aplenty, along with corn fields here and majestie buttes there. Your |

main Impressions of Nebraska's Panhandle center on wide-open

space and the frontier feeling conjured up by landscapes reminis-

cent of the American West. Butthisis the Midwest: On s it?
Perusing the map also reveals that Colorado, South Dakota and

Wyoming nelghbor Nebraska's western reaches. On several occa- '

slons during our trip, we were just miles from the borders of all three.
In fact, the group trip to Western Nebraska started and ended in Den-
ver, the most canvenient airport. Rapid City, Snulh Dakota would be
the oiher cholce for thosa ﬂylng In
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wagons that ralled along the Qregon Trail, reflect that westward slant.
It's possible to see the original wagon ruts in several places, though
grass had covered them up at iwo sites we visited in June, leaving
it up to our imagination.

Chimney Rock, a tall spire rising out of a dome-like
outeropping, was the natural landmark most often
mentioned in the journals and diarles of settlers on
the westward trek. In the LS. Mint's quarter series,
the iconic formation is pictured on the back of the
Nebraska coin.

From the visitor center's terrace at Chimney
Rock National Historic Site near Bayard, tourists
take photos of the rock (& hoodeo in geological
lingo) that signaled the end of the praire
for planeers on the Oregon, Mormaon
and California tralls,




They could see it two days before, from 37 miles away. One of the
half-million seftlers who passed it called Chimney Rock “the most re-
markable thing | eversaw.” Many carved thelrinitials on it. Adirt road
near the visitor center provides access for those who care to walk

through grass for three-fourths of a mile and climb Chimney Rogk,

but beware of rattlesnakes. The visitor center has museum exhibits
and a video that tells the story of the great migration West.

Closer to the Wyoming border, more stories of westward
movement come alive at Scotts Bluff National Monument, another
landmark that guided intrepid settlers. A series of wind-sculpted,
clay-and-sandstone buttes, an escarpment rising 800 feet above the

Platte River Valley, could easily be a Western movie set.
Visitor center exhibits describe the hardships of the long Ore-
gon Trail journey that started in St. Joseph or Independ-
ence, Missouri. The very sight of the bluffs, you learn,
was a psychological reward for those who had trudged
for days (15 miles a day) through endless prairie on
their creaking wooden prairie schooners. Wrote one
woman about the tedious trek: “How | wish the Indi-

ans would attack. | am so bored.”

During the summer at covered wagons oultside
the Scalts BIuff visitor center, living history inter-
preters describe life on the trail and cook up vit-

tles over the fire. You might have a chance to

sample hard tack—tasteless, rock-hard bis-

cuits made from flour and water—but don't

break your teeth., The wagons and cos-

tumed characters provide great photo
opportunities.

Scotts:BluffiNational Moriument
pravidesall the right elements
for that romentivized scene of

i westWard migration,
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