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Welcome to the first issue of Northwest 
Kansas Today, published quarterly by the Dane G. Hansen 
Foundation and distributed to all residents of our 26-county service 
area in Northwest Kansas.

The Hansen Foundation was established in 1965 with an estate 
gift from Dane Gray Hansen. Our main office is in his hometown of 
Logan, in Phillips County. We are governed by a seven-member board 
and employ a staff of seven. 

Our mission is to provide opportunities for the people of 
Northwest Kansas to enjoy the highest possible quality of life. 
Fulfillment of our mission is predicated on three specific goals:

 § Reverse the population decline
 § Increase the economic opportunities
 § Strengthen critical community services

So, how does this magazine help us fulfill our mission?
The Hansen Foundation Trustees believe that many people are 

not aware of the abundance of opportunities for business, pleasure, 
and overall quality of life in the 26 counties we identify as Northwest 
Kansas.  Many of us living here have heard comments from visitors 
that the people of Northwest Kansas are exceptionally friendly, caring, 
helpful and hardworking.  We couldn’t agree more. 

Our Foundation is uniquely positioned to see a resurgence 
of economic activity and community projects underway in 
Northwest Kansas.  We plan to highlight economic opportunities, 
arts, entertainment, successful businesses, interesting people, 
community projects and a variety of other positive stories from the 
region.  We believe sharing these stories will help shine a light on 
this beautiful part of Kansas, and will hopefully inspire you to be 
increasingly proud of your home community and region. A digital 

version of Northwest Kansas Today is available on our website at 
danehansenfoundation.org.  We invite you to share it with 

those who are not enjoying the privilege of living here 
and therefore might not know what Northwest Kansas 
has to offer.

Our trustees and staff would like to thank all of you 
who invest your time, talent and resources to make 
Northwest Kansas such a wonderful place to live, work, 
learn and raise families.  The ability of our foundation 
to successfully fulfill our mission is based largely on the 

ideas and energy provided by all of you living here.  We 
congratulate all of you on your accomplishments so far, and 

we look forward to working with you in the future!

Warmest regards,

Doug Albin 
President, Dane G. Hansen Foundation 
Board of Trustees
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  BY ERIN MATHEWS

It would be safe to say that no one 
has lived out the Kansas motto — Ad 
Astra Per Aspera, or To the stars through 
difficulties — quite like Nick Hague.

In fact, describing what the 43-year-
old astronaut, who considers Hoxie 
his hometown, went through to get to 
the International Space Station (ISS) 
as mere “difficulties” is probably an 
understatement.

Well, maybe the difficult part was 
learning how to speak Russian. The 
sheer terror part — at least for most of 
us — would be the moment on Oct. 11, 
2018, when the rocket that was supposed 
to power his ascent into space blew 
up about 18 miles above Earth while 
traveling at 4,000 miles an hour. Hague 
said that’s when his years of training 
kicked in. He and cosmonaut Alexey 
Ovchinin immediately responded without 
panic. They were prepared.

On March 14, Hague got a second 
opportunity to blast off on a Russian 
Soyuz rocket from Kazakhstan, and 
this time he made it to the ISS orbiting 
laboratory.  There, he is spending six 
months as one of six astronauts and 
cosmonauts conducting experiments and 
experiencing life in microgravity. 

“I’m just thankful for all the countless 
hours and the throngs of people that 

spent time getting me ready for that 
moment,” Hague answered when a 
Hoxie student asked him about the 
aborted launch during a May 10 Earth-
to-space call between the ISS and the 
Cosmosphere in Hutchinson.

Wearing an “Ad Astra Per Aspera” 
T-shirt, a buoyant Hague, who 
occasionally floated about and flipped 
to demonstrate weightlessness, fielded 
questions from 10 students from Hoxie, 
as well as kids from Peabody, Fort Larned, 
Harmony, Erie and Blue Valley school 
districts. 

More than 400 other preschool to high 
school students, teachers and community 
members watched Hague on a large 
screen in the Hoxie school auditorium 
as he swallowed a floating red ball of 
Tropical Punch.

“Playing with your food never gets 
old,” he said. 

A chat with an astronaut
School officials selected the students 

who traveled to the Cosmosphere, where 
Hague’s mother, Bev, was the first to talk 
to him during the downlink. 

Hague’s father, Don, who had been 
superintendent of Hoxie schools, and 
his mother, a former teacher, came 
for the event from their home in Sand 
Point, Idaho. 

“We are incredibly proud, but it’s kind 
of surreal,” she said afterward. “I watch 
him fly over our night sky and think about 
him orbiting the Earth 16 times a day. It’s 
a great feeling, but this is sort of how he’s 
always been. In many ways, this is just 
Nicko doing what he’s supposed to do.”

Most questions during the astronaut 
interview were asked by students from 
Hoxie, where Hague graduated in 1994, 
and Peabody, where he attended school 
until seventh grade. Each familiar face 
that appeared on the screen in Hoxie’s 
auditorium got a cheer, and Hague got loud 
applause after giving the correct answer to 
a question about whether he would visit 
Hoxie once he has returned to Earth.

“I can say with 100 percent confidence, 
yes,” he said.

Bev and Don Hague  [PHOTO BY BETSY WEARING]

To The

stars
Through 

Difficulties
Hoxie astronaut orbits Earth 

in the International Space Station
Nick Hague, shown on a large screen in the 
Hoxie auditorium and the Cosmosphere, 
demonstrates microgravity with a floating ball 
of Tropical Punch. [PHOTO BY BETSY WEARING]
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You might be surprised at how many folks from Northwest 
Kansas have had a role in space travel, exploration or research. 

Visit danehansenfoundation.org for more on these 
individuals and their work in the space industry:

RON EVANS, who was born in 1933 in St. Francis and later 
moved to Topeka, served on the astronaut support crews for 
the Apollo 7 and Apollo 11 flights and as backup command 
module pilot for Apollo 14. In December 1972, Evans was the 
command module pilot for Apollo 17, the last U.S. manned 
mission to the moon. He set the record for most time spent in 
lunar orbit and logged more than 300 hours in space. Evans 
died in Scottsdale, Ariz., on April 6, 1990.

STEVE HAWLEY, a 1969 Salina High School graduate, flew 
on five space shuttle missions between 1984 and 1999, logging 
more than 770 hours in space. He was part of the crew that 
deployed the Hubble Space Telescope and later operated a 
robotic arm when the telescope was upgraded and repaired. 
Hawley is a professor emeritus of physics and astronomy and 
adjunct professor of aerospace engineering at the University 
of Kansas.

MARK “FORGER” STUCKY, a 1976 Salina South High 
School graduate, was awarded commercial astronaut wings 
after a Dec. 13, 2018, flight on Virgin Galactic’s test commercial 
spaceplane VSS Unity. Stucky reached a height of 51.4 miles 
above Earth while piloting the 13-minute rocket-boosted, 
suborbital flight.

MALLORY JENNINGS, who was born in Oakley, works as a 
spacesuit engineer at the Johnson Space Center in Houston. 
In the industry, the spacesuit is considered a human-shaped 
spacecraft. She was among NASA engineers in communication 
with astronaut Nick Hague during his recent spacewalks. 
Jennings has a bachelor’s in mechanical engineering 
from Wichita State University. She returns to Kansas about 
twice a year to visit relatives, including grandparents in 
Oberlin and Hays.

SARAH LAMM, who grew up in Colby, has hopes of 
becoming an astronaut. She is currently pursuing her doctorate 
in planetary science from Northern Arizona University after 
earning bachelor’s degrees in chemistry, geology and 
geography from Kansas State University. She has interned for 
three years on the Curiosity Rover’s ChemCam team at the Los 
Alamos National Laboratory in New Mexico.

CARL ADE, an assistant professor of exercise physiology 
in the Department of Kinesiology at Kansas State University 
who grew up in rural Kipp, and LEEROY DOUGLAS, a Kipp 
machinist, combined efforts in 2017 as part of NASA research 
on astronaut health in preparation for a Mars mission. Douglas 
constructed a mockup of a space capsule similar to what 
astronauts might ride to Mars, and Ade and his team used it in 
research to develop a fitness standard that could be attained in 
a confined space through diet, exercise and medications.  n

Found in Space

Making an impact
Hoxie school custodian Karl Stillman, 

who had been one of Hague’s 40 
classmates, said Hague has a good excuse 
for missing their 25th anniversary reunion 
this summer.

Stillman said he used up all of his data 
and his phone ran slow for the rest of the 
month after he used it to watch Hague’s 
second spacewalk on March 29. NASA had 
announced it would be the first all-female 
spacewalk, but Hague went instead of 
astronaut Anne McClain because the 
available spacesuit fit him better.

The first spacewalk of Hague’s career 
was on March 22. During both, he and a 
fellow astronaut replaced batteries on the 
space station’s solar arrays. 

“It was pretty interesting to see 
him floating around out there with an 
impact wrench taking those bolts off,” 
Stillman said. “I really didn’t picture him 
doing that.”

Stillman said he follows the space 
station page and often goes outside to 
spot it when the page indicates the space 
station will be visible. 

“If it’s not cloudy out, you can see 
it,” he said. “It’s easy to pick out. It just 
moves fast but steady.”

Hague’s interview with students started 

See QUESTION, page 6

EV
AN

S
HA

W
LE

Y
ST

UC
KY

JE
NN

IN
GS

LA
M

M
AD

E
DO

UG
LA

S

NORTHWEST KANSAS TODAY     |     SUMMER 2019          5

https://danehansenfoundation.org


with a question from Hoxie fifth-grader 
Nick Robbin. 

“I’m excited and nervous, mostly 
because I’m the first 
person,” Robbin said 
before the session 
began. “It’s like an 
honor for our school 
to have someone 
in space.”

The question he 
asked, submitted by 
third-grader Lillie 
Denio, was about who or what inspired 
Hague to become an astronaut.

“That’s a great question because that’s 
the start of a big adventure,” Hague said. 
As a child he had a desire to explore 
and learn, and his parents gave him the 
support he needed to confidently pursue 
his dreams, he said. 

“Looking at the sky every night and just 
that sense of awe that I got inspired me to 
go and try to do new things and explore,” 
he said. “I encourage all of you to find 
that source of inspiration in your lives 
and to pursue your dreams.”

He was one that stood out
Several of Hague’s former teachers, 

after watching the 
interview, said they 
were not surprised 
that Hague was 
speaking to them 
from space. 

Fay Fredrickson, his 
fourth-grade teacher 
in Peabody, attended 
the Cosmosphere 
event. She said she 
could still see him 
sitting at his desk 
saying, “I’m going to 
be an astronaut.”

“It was not that 
he was dreaming 
or hoping to be an 
astronaut,” she said. 
“It was him saying it 
like nothing out of the ordinary.” 

Retired teacher Bette James, who taught 
Hague’s Hoxie High  English class,  was 
honored on Hague’s Facebook  page 

during Teacher Appreciation Week in May. 
He credited her with helping “a quiet, 
introverted engineer find his voice.”

“He was always focused and articulate. 
That was just Nick. It’s the way he is,” 
James said. “He was one that stood out, 
but he was a kid, too.”

Peggy Eland, who taught Hague’s junior 
high English classes, remembers a student 
who was active in multiple sports, debate, 
honors society and went to state with the 
forensics team. She said when Hague went 
on spacewalks to complete maintenance 
projects, the ISS livestream was on all day 
in her classroom.

She said a friend who retired from 
NASA told her that Hague’s reaction when 
the Soyuz rocket booster malfunctioned 
ensured that he got a second chance to 
go to space.

“Every time you saw him interviewed 
after that he was so calm and handled 
himself quite well,” she said. “He wasn’t 
making any excuses. He wasn’t blaming 
anyone. He just said, ‘This is what 
happened.’ ”

Education is essential
During the downlink, Hague 

emphasized the fundamental importance 
of education and recalled a presentation 
by a NASA representative he saw as a 
student in Peabody. 

“What he said then is what I’m going to 

tell you now: We explore space with other 
people as a team,” he said. “You’ve got to 
have a good education, but you’ve also got 
to be able to be part of a team and work 
well with others. 

“I’m on the station right now with a 
crew of six. We work side by side, elbow to 
elbow, but it’s not just the six of us. Across 
the globe there’s more than 100,000 
people that support the space station 
program. It’s a team sport.”

Hague earned a bachelor of science 
in astronautical engineering from the 
United States Air Force Academy and 
a master’s from the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. He graduated 
from the flight test engineering course at 
Air Force Test Pilot School and deployed 
for five months to Iraq in support of 
Operation Iraqi Freedom. He was an 
instructor at the Air Force Academy 
before being selected for the Air Force 
Fellows program in Washington, D.C. 

He also served as a staff member in the 
U.S. Senate and worked in the Pentagon 
as a congressional appropriations liaison 
for U.S. Central Command. NASA 
selected him as an astronaut in 2013.

Don Hague said Nick was selected on 
the third time he applied to become an 
astronaut.

“He didn’t even tell us he applied the 
first two times,” he said. 

Nick Robbin

Fay Fredrickson

Bette James

Hoxie students watched in the school auditorium as Nick Hague emphasized the importance of education and 
recalled a presentation by a NASA representative he saw as a student.   [PHOTO BY ERIN MATHEWS]

See EARTH, page 8

QUESTION, from page 5
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BY BETSY WEARING

[LOGAN]  Phillipsburg resident and 
Hansen Foundation Trustee Cy Moyer 
remembers visiting with Dane Hansen 
on many occasions when Cy was a young 
banker. But it was his last conversation 
with Mr. Hansen that most often is retold. 

Mr. Hansen was in the hospital and near 
the end of his life when Cy made a visit. 
As he entered Mr. Hansen’s room, several 
men in suits were stepping out.  Mr. 
Hansen welcomed Cy and shared that he 
had just signed the final documents for his 
estate.  He had been working with his team 
of close advisers for quite some time and 
had been through multiple drafts, but now 
the paperwork was final.

Mr. Hansen told Cy he had divided 
his estate into two trusts.  One was for 
his family, that practice was and still is 
common. But the other portion of his 
estate he left to his hometown of Logan 
and the broader community of Northwest 
Kansas.  In 1965, that decidedly was 
not common.

What will come of this gift?
Cy recalls that Mr. Hansen shared with 

him that the philanthropic trust would be 
valued at around $8 million.  As Cy tells it:

“Mr. Hansen looked at me and said, 

‘Young Cy,’ that’s what he always called 
me, ‘Do you think anything will come of it 
(the trust)?’ ” 

Cy’s response was, “Well Mr. Hansen, 
I think if it is invested well, it could be 
worth maybe $60 million someday.”

“ ‘Do you really think so?’ ” Mr. Hansen 
is said to have replied.

The reason the story of Cy’s hospital 
visit is remarkable is because of what 
followed. A board of trustees indeed 
invested the estate gift well. Today the 
Foundation’s assets total more than $400 
million. But equally importantly, they 
utilized the proceeds to continue Mr. 
Hansen’s charitable legacy by making 
grants to programs and projects that have 
benefited Northwest Kansas communities. 

Another board of trustees shepherded 
the family trust, providing support for 
Mr. Hansen’s sister and her family until 
the last member of her direct lineage had 
passed away. At that point, the family 
trust rolled into the philanthropic trust, 
by then reclassified as a private charitable 
foundation. The capacity for charitable 
giving was increased.

He showed us the way
Dane Gray Hansen loved Northwest 

Kansas, and in particular, his hometown 

of Logan, located in Phillips County.  
Born in 1883, Mr. Hansen lived his entire 
life in Logan.

Throughout his life, he and his parents 
before him, supported their hometown 
and surrounding communities.  

“If there was a need,” Hansen Trustee 
Carol Bales says, “Mr. Hansen was 
there to help.”

Fifty-four years after his death, Mr. 
Hansen is still influencing and helping 
Northwest Kansas. Not only will the Dane 
G. Hansen Foundation distribute more 
than $20 million in charitable grants and 
scholarships this year, but the Foundation 
also launched a new initiative, NW Kansas 
GIVES, to help and encourage people to 
make estate gifts that will support their 
own communities for years to come.  

Working with the local community 
foundations, NW Kansas GIVES is 
designed to educate and to provide tools 
to NW Kansas residents to understand 
how and why making a gift to their 
community can be a powerful legacy.  

The Hansen Trustees envision a 
time when each of the 26 counties the 
foundation serves has its own mini-
Hansen Foundation. The roadmap is there. 
Mr. Hansen showed us the way.  n

For several years, the Hansen Foundation has worked 
to support and enhance the work of the county-wide 
community foundations in each of its 26 counties. 
Community foundations provide an excellent vehicle 
for estate gifts. Donors can make the local community 
foundation a recipient of an estate gift, and then direct 
the community foundation on how to manage the 
distribution of grants from that family fund. 

The NW Kansas GIVES initiative provides tools and 
resources to encourage residents to remember their 
communities when making their estate plans.

Want to learn more? Contact your local community 
foundation, or visit our website at www.
danehansenfoundation.org and click on the NW 
Kansas GIVES logo.

A Visionary Kansan

Dane G. Hansen Foundation
GIVES

The Dane G. Hansen 
Foundation was, 
and continues to be, 
a gift to Northwest Kansas
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Bev Hague said she and Don were 
thrilled when he was selected, “But 
neither one of us was really surprised 
when we learned he made it.” She said 
Nick had been saying he was going to be 
a space scientist since his father took him 
to see “Star Wars” when he was 4.

Just another day in space
Hague said a normal day on the 

space station starts with a 7:30 a.m. 
conference and concludes with the 
evening conference 12 hours later. He 
said throughout the day, astronauts 
and cosmonauts follow a schedule of 
maintenance and experimental tasks, as 
well as exercising to strengthen muscles 
that don’t get much use in microgravity.

“The space environment is definitely 
harsh on the body, and we have to do lots 
of things to try to counteract that,” he 
said. “When I arrived on orbit in the first 
two weeks, my body stretched two inches, 
so I’m two inches taller on orbit than I 
was on the ground.”

Hague said there are 16 sunrises and 
16 sunsets outside the window of the 
space station every day as it orbits Earth 
at more than 17,000 miles an hour. Since 
he’s only 250 miles above the surface of 
the planet, the sun and moon look about 
the same. 

“Once it rises up over the Earth, you 
can feel the heat of the sun and the power 
of it much more than you feel in a sunrise 
on the ground,” he said.

He said what looks very different, and 
what he has gained a new appreciation 
for, is Earth.

“This high up you start to realize how 
small each one of us really is in the world, 
but, also, how we’re all connected and 
part of it,” he said. “You look out into 
deep space, and you see the stars are still 
little points of light. You start to realize 
that space is really big. We’ve got this 
wonderful little island that we live on in 
this really vast, dark ocean of space.”

He said space station experiments 
are being conducted in preparation for 
a Mars mission. They are working to 
determine procedures for growing crops 
in an environment where water doesn’t 

naturally travel down to a plant’s roots.
“It’s a really difficult balancing act to 

have the equipment that will produce 
enough oxygen for us and also remove the 
carbon dioxide to keep our atmosphere 
healthy,” he said. “It just really makes 
it obvious once you’re up here and you 
see how difficult that process is, to 
understand how truly special the Earth is, 
to have that balance happening naturally 
across the entire globe and having 
plants and animals living in harmony 
supporting each other. The Earth is truly 
a special place.”

One small step
Back in class when the downlink 

concluded, Hoxie junior Andrew Foote 
said it’s cool that an astronaut has come 
from Hoxie. 

“Not very many people have done 
it,” he said.

Hoxie school Superintendent Jim 
Howard said he was pleased with how 
well the viewing party — the first and 
probably last interview with an astronaut 
in space during his career — had gone. 
He said Hague kept even the 4-year-
olds captivated, and the quality of the 
connection was impressive.

“I figured it would be walking-around-
the-moon granulated, and it could end at 
any time,” he said.

He said he believed Hoxie students are 
inspired by Hague’s accomplishments and 
what he had to say to them. 

“How does it feel coming from such 
a small town and doing something big 
and cool with your life?” Hoxie seventh-

grader Genesis Harvey had asked Hague.
“I feel very fortunate,” he responded, 

adding that it is important to realize that 
big dreams aren’t achieved by making 
one decision.

“You achieve those dreams by waking up 
every day and taking one small step closer 
to that dream,” he said. “So, I encourage 
all of you to find what you’re passionate 
about, set that goal and then every day be 
intentional and take one small step closer. 
Step-by-step, approach that dream.

“It’s not going to be leaps and bounds. 
Progress is going to be slow, and 
sometimes it’s backwards, but you’ll keep 
going. It’s only through persistence and 
commitment that you’re going to be able 
to achieve those dreams. It takes a little 
bit of luck as well.”  n

Bev Hague waits to greet her son, Nick, by talking into the bright circle. Students selected to ask questions during 
the event at the Cosmosphere wait their turn in line.   [PHOTO BY BETSY WEARING]

EARTH, from page 6

“This high up you start to realize 
how small each one of us really is 
in the world, but, also, how we’re all 
connected and part of it.”

NICK HAGUE  |  Astronaut
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Cosmosphere educators make 
physics and chemistry a blast

  STORY BY ERIN MATHEWS

[ELLIS]  The questions posed by Washington Elementary third-
graders to space science educators Michelle Snyder and Christin 
McHenry seemed as infinite as space itself.

“Do you believe in aliens?” “How do people float away if there’s 
no wind in space?” “What temperature is it today on Mars?”

Snyder and McHenry, presenters from the Cosmosphere 
International SciEd Center and Space Museum, in Hutchinson, 
were ready with answers:

“I do believe that there’s probably something out there,” Snyder 
said of aliens. The second question prompted an explanation of 
Newton’s first law of motion.

Mars and Martians
And finally, although they didn’t have the specifics of that day’s 

Mars weather report, Snyder said the planet’s temperature tops 
out at 70 degrees at the equator on a summer day and can plunge 
to minus 100 degrees at night. She told the students that so far, no 
Martians have been detected by Mars rovers.

“Maybe you can’t find the Martians because they’re red, and 
they’re on Mars because they use camouflage,” one boy suggested.

Snyder told the students they could one day become astronauts 
and find out about Mars for themselves.

“You guys are the perfect age for going to Mars in 15 or 20 
years,” Snyder told the class. “You have to be really, really, really 
smart and fit, and you can be an astronaut and be the first to 
go to Mars.”

Snyder and McHenry visited the Ellis school in April 
during a “reverse field trip” funded by the Dane G. Hansen 
Foundation as part of its NWKansas LEARNS program. Snyder 
said Cosmosphere staff presented at about 30 schools in the 
Foundation’s 26-county Northwest Kansas region during the 2018-
19 school year, with all expenses paid by the Foundation.

Because field trips to the Cosmosphere and other educational 
sites are cost- or time-prohibitive for many Northwest Kansas 
schoolchildren, the foundation is fulfilling its mission to provide 
opportunities for the people of Northwest Kansas by funding 
traveling presenters. The Eisenhower Presidential Library, 
Abilene; Kansas Historical Society and the Rolling Hills Zoo, 
Salina, also provided programs. Beginning in the fall, the Kansas 
Learning Center for Health, Halstead, will be added.

Cosmosphere presentations — featuring everything from robots 
to trash cans launching like rockets, to ice cream frozen instantly 
with liquid nitrogen — have been a popular choice.

Bugs for dinner?
In Ellis, Snyder and McHenry led students through a discussion 

of research into how food could be grown or produced during 
long trips through space — such as a three-year Mars mission. 

Cosmosphere space science educator Michelle Snyder uses liquid nitrogen to instantly 
freeze a batch of ice cream.   [PHOTO BY ERIN MATHEWS]

See SPACE, page 12

DID YOU KNOW? Twelve people have walked on the moon, and 
about 550 people have been in space. Astronauts are usually selected 
at age 24 to 25. Out of about 18,300 candidates in 2017, 12 were 
chosen, including Tyler “Nick” Hague, a graduate of Hoxie High School.

Space for learninG
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  STORY AND PHOTOS BY ERIN MATHEWS

[LENORA]  The freshly baked chocolate chip cookies that the 
new residents of Young AmeriTowne® of Kansas could smell 
when they arrived were their first lesson in supply and demand.

 There were 20 cookies, which sold for $2 apiece, and 62 Russell 
sixth-graders.

 “The cookies all got sold in like 10 minutes,” said Ella Butler, 
manager of the Snack Shop.

 After lunch, the Snack Shop staff baked 20 more cookies, but 
those didn’t disappear as quickly. They had decided to increase 
the price to $5 each.

 “They sold out slower because a lot of people were like, ‘No, 
I’m going to leave,’ ” Butler said.

 Throughout their day as citizens of Young AmeriTowne of 
Kansas, the Ruppenthal Middle School students learned about 
earning a paycheck, spending their money with local vendors 
to maintain the health of their town’s economy and donating to 
causes they support.

 Along Kansas Avenue — the main hallway on the second 
floor of the former high school building in Lenora — some of 
them even had to contend with life’s little surprises: Unexpected 
expenses such as a fine for breaking a law or a medical co-pay 
when they became sick or injured. When the alarm bell rang, 
one volunteer from each of the 10 shops rushed out to put on 
firefighting gear as members of the volunteer fire department.

Financial literacy
 Young AmeriTowne of Kansas opened in April with a visit from 

Hill City students. On May 8, the Russell sixth graders were the 

seventh group to run the town.  The Russell fifth-grade class was 
scheduled for the following day. 

 For these students, the field trip to Young AmeriTowne was the 
highlight of the spring semester. A six-week curriculum teaching 
basic economics, banking, money management and more 
preceded the field trip. 

The curriculum is available to fifth- or sixth-grade classes in 
a 28-county region of Northwest and northcentral Kansas.  It is 
adaptable for seventh and eighth grades, as well.

 “It’s a rigorous curriculum,” said Kathy Hofstetter, who taught 
the course in Hill City for nine years before retiring and becoming 
a Young AmeriTowne assistant. “We didn’t ever have any trouble 
with our kids understanding economics or government on state 
assessments after they’d been through AmeriTowne. It’s a great 
program, and when you can justify it on state 
assessments as being of value, it’s an 
easy sell to schools.”

 Ruppenthal Middle School 
Principal Gaylon Walter said 
that in the weeks before the 
field trip students prepared 
for their visit with the financial 
literacy curriculum developed 
by the Young Americans Center 
for Financial Education, of 
Denver. The previous year, 
the sixth-graders also 
had participated in 
Rural AmeriTowne, 

A Slice of Real Life
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but had to travel to Wray, Colo. to do so.
 The town includes a bank, a snack shop, a sign and print 

shop, a container shop, an energy resources office, and offices 
housing a newspaper, TV and radio 

stations. On either end of the 
main street sit Towne Hall 

and the medical center. 
Each business is equipped 
with computers, which are 

used to track earnings, 
keep records and 

perform business 
functions.

 “This is 
phenomenal. 
I just love to 

see the kids light 
up when they 
see the town for 

the first time,” said Jacque Beckman, executive director of Young 
AmeriTowne of Kansas and Nex-Generation Round Up for Youth. 
“You can see they’re having fun. Then you start looking at their 
responses on the surveys afterward: ‘This was the best field trip 
ever.’ ‘I learned so much.’ ‘Thanks so much. Can we come back?’ ”

Getting to work
 Once the students arrive, the town comes to life as music is 

broadcast from YATK Radio, and the town’s citizens get to work.
 The Russell students already knew what their jobs would be. 

Each of them had interviewed for their AmeriTowne positions 
with 10 Russell townspeople, including the mayor and police 
chief, Walter said. A human resources officer for the city of 
Russell interviewed four students for an energy resources job.

 “She said she would have hired three of our sixth-graders,” 
Walter said. “These kids are good at this. We’ve been working on 
it, and that’s what it’s all about.”

 The goal of the day at Young AmeriTowne is for the shops to 
make enough money to pay back their bank loan plus interest 
and make a profit, Beckman said. Donations can be made in 
AmeriTowne bucks to four charitable youth organizations. At 
present, 10 cents on the dollar will be matched in real donations 
from donors through Nex-Generation Round Up for Youth, and 
more donors are being sought.

 Young AmeriTowne is a busy place. Television anchors 
conduct interviews; printers make signs and posters; container 
shop staff build birdhouses; utility technicians conduct repair and 
maintenance tasks; the postal carrier delivers mail, and medical 

See AMERITOWNE, page 12

Middle Schoolers learn 
what it takes to run a town

GET INVOLVED WITH AMERITOWNE
To enroll a school or to learn more about underwriting opportunities 
or donating to match Young AmeriTowne citizen gifts, contact Jacque 
Beckman, director of Nex-Generation Round Up for Youth and Young 
AmeriTowne of Kansas.

(877) 567-7872 or jbeckman@nex-tech.com. 

Visit the website at www.nex-generation.org or the Facebook page 
at @NexGen4Youth.

LEFT TO RIGHT: Jonathon Sandberg makes a repair; Aurora Kuntzsch and Abby Strobel pick 
songs to air on radio; teller Bailey Height gives AmeriTowne bucks to Tyrus Penka; Landon 
Robinson, police officer Brayden Suchy and Jonathon Sandberg argue their case before 
Judge Ethan Koetkemeyer; Taten Klein and Dahlon Fischer construct birdhouses.

BELOW: Ella Butler gets a check up from Dr. Jaylynn Walton
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clinic employees push wheelchairs, serving as ambulances, 
to bring sick or injured townspeople to the doctor. Managers 
and accountants monitor staff and expenditures.

 When employees get a break, they head to the bank 
to deposit their $20 to $25 paychecks and take their 
AmeriTowne bucks, checks or a debit card to make 
purchases at the stores. Items available to buy include 
snacks, sticky eyeballs, inflatable hammers, dog tags and 
bead necklaces.

 “This is the only day we’ll ever tell you we want you 
to spend all your paycheck in one day,” Beckman told 
the students.

Call the doctor!
Some expenses are involuntary. Medical technicians 

stayed busy picking up patients, and by the end of the 
day, several had bandaged knees or ankle braces.

 “Once in a while somebody goes down with 
chest pain, and they come back with a boot on their 
ankle,” Hofstetter said.

 Butler said she was picked up for aches 
and pains.

 “They looked up the diagnosis for aches and 
pains, and they said there was no diagnosis, so 
they called me a wimp,” she said.

Running for office
 Beckman said the curriculum also gives kids who are 

interested in running for mayor or judge an opportunity 
to campaign.

 Brock Homeier defeated two other candidates to become 
mayor. He said he didn’t make campaign promises and 
didn’t really know why he won, but he was having fun 
presiding over Young AmeriTowne.

 Homeier wasn’t hard to spot in his large, red-white- 
and-blue hat, as he collected donations and printed out 
presentation awards. He told his constituents he was happy 
to see all of them before he cut the ribbon at the town’s 
grand opening ceremony.

 “I hope this opportunity encourages all of us to do good 
things when we get older,” he said.

 At the end of the day, Homeier said he was proud of his 
town, describing its residents as “on time and efficient.”

 Ethan Koetkemeyer said he had no competition in his 
effort to become judge.

 “I had to make a speech to all the sixth-graders,” he said. 
“I wasn’t sure if people were going to fight me for it, so I 
made a good speech.”

 Before arriving at the town, Russell sixth-graders had voted 
to create two laws: All citizens must cough when they enter 
the medical clinic, and they must “hit the woah” ( just Google 
it) before entering Towne Hall. Those whom police officers 
spotted not doing either were hauled before the judge.

Not long after he put on his black robe, Koetkemeyer 

AMERITOWNE, from page 11

Each child planted a bean hydroponically in a container full of 
nitrogen-enriched water.

According to Snyder, astronauts have grown a variety of 
plants in space, including wheat, rice, onions, peas, sunflowers 
and tulips. In August 2015, Expedition 44 crew members 
became the first Americans to eat plants grown in space after 
harvesting a crop of Red Romaine lettuce.

She said growing food in space is very different from growing 
things on Earth.

“We have been trying since 2002 to grow something in 
space,” she said. “We just did it from seed to flower with a 
zinnia in 2016.” 

Since cows and pigs are too large and messy for space travel, 
a more realistic source of protein would be insects, Snyder said.

“We have been taught not to eat insects, but most of the 
world eats bugs,” Snyder said. “They’re actually really good for 
you — high in protein — you use pretty much all of the bug, 

and you can make flour out of them.”
The idea of eating chocolate-covered grasshoppers or meal 

worm sprinkles did not seem to have wide appeal among the 
students. Also, the need to exercise at least three hours a day 
to prevent muscle deterioration, training in the reduced-gravity 
aircraft aptly known as the “vomit comet,” and other realities 
of life in a small, confined capsule hurtling through space had 
many students convinced they’d rather wave at the rocket from 
down below on Earth.

“That’s OK,” Snyder said. “You can design the space suits.” n

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduced in 2018, the NWKansas LEARNS initiative is designed 
to provide classroom teachers in the Foundation’s 26-county area 
enrichment opportunities to integrate into their lessons. The Hansen 
Foundation reached out to Kansas organizations that offer excellent 
educational programming that could be cost- or time- prohibitive for 
NW Kansas school field trips. These “reverse field trips” all follow 
state learning standards and include hands-on activities. 

The Hansen Foundation covers the full cost of the program, so that 
there is no cost to the schools. 

Participating organizations include: The Cosmosphere, the 
Eisenhower Presidential Library and Boyhood Home, the Kansas 
Historical Society and the Rolling Hills Zoo, and new this fall, the 
Kansas Learning Center for Health.  For more information visit www.
danehansenfoundation.org and click on the NWKansas LEARNS logo.

Dane G. Hansen Foundation
LEARNS

SPACE, from page 9

DID YOU KNOW?  It takes only about 45 minutes for an astronaut 
to travel to the International Space Station. It takes at least five hours to 
get into the right orbit and alignment to successfully dock with the ISS. 
The space station, which is traveling in low Earth orbit at 17,500 miles 
per hour, is faster than a speeding bullet. Fifteen countries helped build 
the ISS, and 18 countries have sent astronauts to it.
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observed that it seemed unlikely people would like coming 
to Towne Hall, since that’s where they paid fines. He had just 
complained that the job was boring when things picked up. 

A police officer brought in a citizen who wanted to make a 
“creature report,” and another officer burst in escorting someone 
she’d arrested for hitting a citizen over the head multiple times 
with a (inflatable) hammer.

“Don’t hit people with a hammer too much,” the judge advised.

Establishing the Towne
 Since 2008, Nex-Tech, Midwest Energy and Sunflower Electric 

Cooperative had been jointly covering the expense of sending 
busloads of Northwest Kansas students to Wray, Colo., to run a 
town for a day. Nex-Generation Round Up for Youth, a nonprofit 
formed by Nex-Tech in 2013, was licensed in 2018 to operate 
the Young AmeriTowne program by the Young Americans 
Center for Financial Education. The Nex-Tech Board of Trustees 
granted permission for use of the former Lenora High School 
building. It had previously been used for Nex-Tech offices and 
was well equipped for serving the needs of Young AmeriTowne, 
Beckman said.

Funding to transform former classrooms into Young 
AmeriTowne was provided largely by Nex-Tech customers 
who allow their internet, TV and phone bills to be rounded 
up to support youth programs and by a Dane G. Hansen 
Foundation grant.

A truckload of paint
Beckman said much of the design and interior decoration 

work to create the town was done by three interns — two in high 
school and one in college — who worked on the project last 
summer. She said she and Mendi Anschutz, Nex-Tech’s economic 
development specialist, flew with the interns to Denver, where 
the program has been operating since the 1980s, so they could see 
Young AmeriTowne and International Towne, which represents 

the global economy, in operation.
Then they returned to Lenora and started designing. They 

created the concepts for each shop out of foam board, found 
material for awnings and bought gallons and gallons of paint.

“One day we went to a local hardware store and got enough 
paint to fill an entire trunk — 17 gallons of paint,” Beckman 
said. “Our interns will never want to paint again.”

Beckman, who graduated from Lenora High, delighted in the 
chance to convert the old school 
into a new place for learning 
about finance and the economy. 

The former science room with 
its dark wood, built-in glass-front 

shelves became Towne Hall. The 
medical clinic moved into the old 

school’s library, and the radio station 
was created in what used to be the 

counselor’s office, she said. The room 
where Beckman once wrote English 

assignments and dreamed of becoming 
an English teacher herself is now a 

bank with three teller windows where 
students wearing ties assist customers.

“All the décor is so super cool,” she 
said. “Everything has turned out so nice.”

Beckman said the interns came up with 
touches like the bank’s chandelier.

“We had our electrician come and put it in for us,” she said. “It 
really looks official.”

Hey, big spenders
After a day of heavy commerce, three Russell sixth-graders 

had managed to spend their personal funds to exactly zero. Most 
students still had money in their checking accounts, but 12 were 
in the red. The medical clinic had made by far the most profit, 
followed by the snack shop, the utility, Towne Hall, the bank and 
the TV station.

The newspaper lost a little money, but the radio station, sign 
shop and container shop fared worse.

Beckman said students take a test at the beginning of the 
curriculum that they retake after their experience at the town. 
Many show a dramatic improvement in scores for social studies, 
economics, math and language arts.

 “That puts a smile on our faces,” she said.
As did a comment on a final evaluation from a Russell student 

who worked as a bank teller:
“I feel like it actually helped me to be greater as an adult, and it 

made me think about what I want to be when I grow up.”  n

LEFT: Mayor Brock Homeier cuts the ribbon to open the town. 
RIGHT: Camden Backhus and other volunteer firefighters respond to an alarm.

“We didn’t ever have any trouble with our kids 
understanding economics or government on state 
assessments after they’d been through AmeriTowne.”

Kathy Hofstetter  |  Former teacher and current Young AmeriTowne assistant
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Annual play at the Ellsworth 
prison offers inmates a 
chance to play a new role

   STORY AND PHOTOS BY ERIN MATHEWS

[ELLSWORTH]  It’s safe to say the people 
who climbed on the “mystery tour” bus 
in Wichita did not know their destination 
would be the Ellsworth Correctional 
Facility. 

“When they arrived, several of them said, 
‘You’re not getting me in that prison,’ but 
they finally came in,” said prison Chaplain 
Dale Bailey. “Afterward, they said they were 
coming back next year.” 

The reason they and other members of 
the public had come was an annual event 
that is unique to Ellsworth’s prison — a 
comedy dinner theater featuring inmates.

 For about four months out of the year, a 
total of about 60 inmates at the facility are 
involved in constructing a set, rehearsing, 
and performing the production as well as 
preparing and serving meals. The event is a 
fundraiser for the RightTrack Foundation, 
which provides programs that help inmates 
develop new skills, a work ethic and a desire 
to improve. 

 “Last year I served the meal, but the play 
looked like so much fun I said, ‘Oh, I’m 
doing that next year,’ ” said inmate Freedom 
Hazelton. 

 Hazelton landed the part of self-
righteous, Scripture-misquoting 
Deacon Randalf in this year’s production 

of Mama Mildy, a comedy directed by Larry 
Temple, of Elyria, who also wrote the script 
with the inmates in mind. Six-hundred 
people purchased seats for the five sold-out 
public performances of the play in April and 
May. Before the public saw the show, 105 
inmates purchased tickets for an in-house 
performance.  

Changing lives
For Chaplain Bailey, 

who each morning 
enters his office in the 
Spiritual Life Center at 
the heart of the prison 
campus, the show is part 
of his calling. He started 
working at the prison in 
2003 when the center, 
built by inmates, was in its final year of 
construction.    

“I love it as much today as I did the first 
day I came,” Bailey said. He said inmates are 
receptive to a message of hope and change.

“They’re at a point in life when 
everything’s taken away from them,” he 
said. “It was their fault it was taken away, 
so now they’re ready to rebuild. Instead 
of coming in knowing how life is, they’re 
asking for help. That’s what we try to do.”

The Spiritual Life Center, constructed 
with donated funds, continues to raise 
money through its RightTrack Foundation 
to purchase supplies for a bicycle repair 
shop, woodshop and other programs 
for inmates.

Chaplain Dale Bailey

change

Freedom Hazelton performs in 
the production Mama Mildy. 

hope
and
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“I know I had coaches and teachers 
and employers when I was younger 
who invested in my life, so that’s similar 
to what we’re doing here,” Bailey said. 
“Everybody’s investing in these guys. 
We want to see them go home. We want 
to see them succeed and take care of 
their families and break those cycles in 
their lives.”

Bailey, who in 2015 was recognized 
as national Chaplain of the Year by the 
Salvation Army, said he loves hearing from 
former inmates who are doing well. 

“The best day is when the phone 
rings, and it’s someone who went 
home: ‘Hi chaplain, just checking in. 
Letting you know I’m doing good. 
This is what I have going.’ That’s 
absolutely the best day.”

CHAPLAIN DALE BAILEY

It’s better for everyone if inmates get the 
support they need to improve themselves, 
because 98 percent of them will get 
out of prison, said Todd Britton, public 
information officer at the Ellsworth prison.

“That’s a national statistic,” Britton said. 
“Almost every one of these guys will get 
out at some point in time. They’re going to 
be somebody’s neighbor.” 

The high-medium risk facility at 
Ellsworth houses about 825 men and faces 
the same daunting problems as prisons 

throughout Kansas: Too many inmates, 
too few applicants seeking to become 
part of the underpaid staff, and programs 
that aren’t available because of a lack 
of funding.

However, Bailey said Ellsworth inmates 
haven’t rioted when inmates at other 
Kansas prisons have, because the prison 
culture is different. More inmates are 
finding fulfillment in jobs and activities, 
and those are privileges they don’t want to 
lose, he said.

Taking the stage
“I just want to say thank you all very 

much for what you’re doing,” Bailey said to 
the cast and crew before the opening night 
performance of Mama Mildy. “You’re 
impacting not just Ellsworth Correctional, 
but the community outside as well. They 
love you guys because you do a first-
class job. Seriously, we all appreciate that 
very much.” 

The dinner theater has played to a 
growing audience since 2007, when 
Temple directed a production of Neil 
Simon’s Fools. Bailey convinced Temple to 
begin doing comedies with an inmate cast 
after getting to know him as the drama and 
debate coach at his daughter’s high school.

“Bringing the community inside (the 
prison) is the value of that play,” Bailey 
said. “They can see a whole different side 

The annual play offers inmates an opportunity to work together — a rare positive experience they can share with the 
community and family. 

See HOPE, page 27
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  BY BETSY WEARING

[ELLSWORTH] Standing inside the 
Ellsworth Correctional Facility, a 
12-foot fence topped with two layers 
of razor wire between him and the 
rest of the world, Jason Schaffer 
confidently states that he considers 
himself the luckiest guy in Kansas. 

At age 41, it took him a long time to 
get to there.

Schaffer’s mother was 16 when she 
had him, and eventually he was sent 
to live with a grandparent in Texas. 
But because he was a “hell-raiser,” at 
age 12 he was sent back to live with 
his mom in Kansas.  

“That’s when I started committing 
felonies,” Schaffer said. He tells of 
stolen car after stolen car, and then 
escalating crimes. He said he ran 
away — from foster homes, drug 
rehab facilities and youth centers.

“I went to prison when I was 16 
years old,” after he killed a man when 
stealing his car, he said.

“I had a fifth-grade education. I 
could barely read and write. I was in 
13 different foster homes between the 
time I was 13 and 16.”

“It didn’t really even dawn on me 
until 10 years later how screwed up 
my crime was and my life situation 
was. My mind didn’t mature all 

at once. I had a lot of problems. I 
couldn’t communicate with people.”

Schaffer’s sentence has included 
time in prisons in Hutchinson, 
Lansing and El Dorado, but his life 
turned for the better when he landed 
at the Ellsworth prison. Today, he not 
only has his welding certificate, but 
recently he completed an associate 
degree in business through Barton 
County Community College. 

Next, he plans to start working on 
his bachelor’s degree. He is eligible 
for parole in 2031. By then he plans to 
have funds for reintegration and the 
skills and education to get a job. 

Shortage of welders
Schaffer is one of approximately 20 

inmates who work for Salina-based 
Great Plains Manufacturing at a 
facility inside the prison compound as 
part of the private industry program. 

In the morning, Great Plains trucks 
materials into the correctional facility 
where the men weld them into 
parts. In the afternoon, the parts are 
trucked out to the company’s other 
plants where the implements are 
assembled.  The inmates’ labor is a 
help to the company, which struggles 
to find adequate numbers of welders 
to keep up with the demand.  

“This partnership has helped us 
achieve our manufacturing goals,” 
said Linda Salem, President and CEO 
of Great Plains Manufacturing. “We 
are able to employ more fabrication 
and assembly workers in our typical 
production facilities by doing all 
we can to keep the flow of welded 
parts coming.” 

Another employer, Moly 
Manufacturing, Lorraine, has a similar 
setup and employs about 45 inmates 
who produce cattle chutes. 

The companies paid for the 
construction of the facilities and then 
turned them over to the state. 

 “These men are not taking jobs 
from others,” points out Amanda 
Weinhold, mentoring coordinator at 
the prison. “There is a shortage of 
welders in the workforce.”

“We’re the first to go if there’s 
cutbacks,” said Richard Anschutz, 
who along with Jeff Mai is an onsite 
supervisor for Great Plains, “and 
we’re the last to come back.”

High standards
It’s not easy to qualify for one 

of these private industry positions. 
The men must pass a rigorous 
screening process, where a risk-
rating is assigned. It considers his 

GOOD WORK
Private industry jobs within the prison system provide 
benefits for the employers, the prisoners and the state.

“All the statistics show that only 8 percent of the inmates that work 
private industry ever come back (to prison). I’ve been out here eight 
years now, and we haven’t had any of our guys come back.”

RICHARD ANSCHUTZ  |  onsite supervisor for Great Plains Manufacturing
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education, previous employment, 
family, companions, attitudes and 
criminal history. 

In order to be available to work full 
shifts, the men must have completed 
any required programs that would 
interfere with work hours, such as 
drug rehabilitation or sex-offender 
treatment. And because a part of the 
program is to help prepare offenders 
for re-entry in the workforce, they 
must be no fewer than 12 months 
but no more than 12 years from their 
projected release date.

When possible, the employers 
look for experience with welding or 
participation in a work release or 

job-readiness class. The men are also 
required to have a birth certificate and 
Social Security card. 

“Some guys don’t have that,” 
Weinhold said. She points out that 
many offenders have lived transient 
lives, or that a previous acquaintance 
might have destroyed all of their 
possessions.

Inmates who are at a separate, 
minimum-security site in Ellsworth, 
have the opportunity to work on 
location for various manufacturers, 
including PKM Steel and McIntire 
Welding, both in Salina, Moly 
Manufacturing, and Maico Industries, 
Ellsworth. In that program, employers 
provide the transportation.  

Everyone benefits
The private industry program 

benefits the employers, the 
correctional facility and the inmates. 

The arrangement allows employers to 
fill hard-to-fill positions, and the facility 
benefits because the program helps 
sustain a positive culture. Providing 
inmates with a purpose and a reason 
to get moving every day is important. 
When other facilities have experienced 
riots and unrest, the Ellsworth facility 

hasn’t had the same issues. 
“These are highly coveted jobs,” 

Weinhold said, “so once they have 
them, they don’t do anything to mess 
that up. For the most part, they are 
stellar employees.” 

Anschutz concurs. 
“All the statistics show that only 

8 percent of the inmates that work 
private industry ever come back (to 
prison). I’ve been out here eight years 
now, and we haven’t had any of our 
guys come back,” he said.

The state of Kansas benefits as well. 
The employee’s paycheck goes 

directly to the inmate banking system 
in Lansing. Taxes and FICA are 
withheld, and 49% of his salary goes to 
the state to pay for his meals, housing 
and a victim’s service fund operated by 
the state to help crime victims or their 
families. 

If the employee owes restitution 
as part of his sentence, or if he is 
required to pay child support, wages 
are garnished for that as well. 

Ten percent goes to a mandatory 
savings program for the inmate.  
Funds are taken for any work-
related expenses, such as boots. The 

See WORK, page 21

Jason Schaffer works as a welder for Great Plains Manufacturing at a site inside the Ellsworth 
Correctional Facility.  [PHOTO ABOVE BY BETSY WEARING; PHOTO LEFT BY ERIN MATHEWS]
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  STORY AND PHOTOS BY ERIN MATHEWS

There were so many things to see and 
do in Cheyenne, Wallace and Sherman 
counties, that participants in the second 
annual Big Kansas Road Trip had to 
pick and choose. The event, held May 
2-5, included adventures ranging from 
searching for geodes on an ancient seabed, 
to touring a soybean processing plant, or 
having a close encounter with buffalo. 
 

Marci Penner, executive director of 
the Kansas Sampler Foundation, which 
organized the road trip along with local 
leaders, said the featured counties 
were simply asked to “just be good at 
being you.” 

There is no mechanism to track 
participation, but the hundreds of people 
who came to explore left with stories to 
tell.  Some learned about storm tracking at 
the National Weather Service office in 
 

Goodland. Others watched the sunset 
from the top of Mount Sunflower, and still 
others sang along as “Home on the Range” 
was played simultaneously on nine pump 
organs in the Fort Wallace Museum. 

“With these three counties just being 
a sampling, it changes your view of 
what there is to see and do in Kansas,” 
Penner said. 

From May 7 to 10, 2020, the Big Kansas 
Road Trip will be in Brown, Doniphan and 
Nemaha counties.  n

The beautiful Arikaree Breaks area in 
northern Cheyenne County disproves the 
notion that Kansas is flat.

Think there’s nothing to do in Northwest Kansas?

Think again.
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TOP LEFT:  “Home on the Range” was played on nine pump 
organs in the Fort Wallace Museum collection while the 
audience sang along.

TOP RIGHT:  A matinee showing of “Shazam” was an option 
at the Cheyenne Theater, a part of downtown St. Francis 
since 1951.

MIDDLE LEFT:  A state geologist was on hand to describe 
geodes and other rock formations that can be found at 
Hell’s Half Acre, a privately-owned area near Sharon Springs.

Center: A casting of a mosasaurus skull found north 
of Weskan is displayed at the Fort Wallace Museum. 
The carnivorous, aquatic creature lived during the late 
Cretaceous Period when Kansas was covered by a great 
inland sea.

MIDDLE RIGHT:  Penny’s Diner, in Sharon Springs, has the 
look of a past era.

BOTTOM LEFT:  A herd of more than 1,300 wild horses 
graze on a field of winter rye, south of the Fort Wallace 
Museum. The herd is being maintained on private land 
under contract with the U.S. Bureau of Land Management.
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“I said we should think big. … 
“The mammoth bones found 
here have changed history.”

JANE PAHLS  |  Jewell County resident

See MAMMOTH, page 24

A strategic gathering 
births a delightful festival

  BY BETSY WEARING

[MANKATO]  Jewell County resident 
Jane Pahls owns an upholstery shop in 
Mankato.  But it was her previous work 
at the Jewell County Museum that came 
to mind when the idea arose for a new 
festival — and perhaps an identity — for 
her home county.

“Diana Henry and I were cleaning out 
the garage at the museum when we found 
this giant mammoth tusk just sitting in 
a box. No one even knew it was there,” 
Pahls recalled. “I said, ‘Let’s get this up 
front where people can see it.’ ”

Fast forward several years to 2018 when 
residents from across Jewell County 
gathered with facilitator Betty Johnson to 
participate in a process called Strategic 
Doing. The first session included an activity 
that challenged participants to think about 
the assets they have in their communities 
and write them on sticky notes. 

Mankato librarian Tammy Finnell was 
also there.  

“It was literally seeing all those sticky 
notes on the wall, and hearing people 
talk about how we need things for young 
people to do,” Finnell recalls. That was 
when the idea for a festival was born.

I think we can!
“My hubby and I are festival-goers,” 

Finnell said. “So, when someone in the 
meeting asked if we could do a festival, I 
said ‘I think we can!’ ”

Pahls said she was the one who 

suggested the name. She specifically 
thought it should be the Kansas Mammoth 
Festival, instead of the Jewell County 
Mammoth Festival. 

“I said we should think big,” she said. 
“There are no other mammoth festivals 
in Kansas.”

A quick search on someone’s phone 
confirmed that. There were no other 
mammoth festivals in Kansas. 

An idea was born. Finnell ran with it. 
“After that meeting, we went to a festival 

in Arkansas. I took a yellow notebook with 

A MAMMOTH IDEA
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balance is available to go into the inmate’s 
spendable account or a Roth IRA. 

As an employee of Great Plains, where he’s 
worked for nine years, Schaffer qualifies for 
the company’s 401K plan. He said he takes 
full advantage of the opportunity to save for 
what he believes will be a better future.

Treating us like people
Weinhold said Schaffer has been 

successful because he is committed to the 
job, is a talented welder and also is good at 
training others.

“Schaffer helped when I took over the 
shop eight years ago.” Anschutz said. “I 
needed an inmate on my side.”

In addition to running a good production 
facility, Anschutz and Great Plains are 
transforming lives.

“Our employee managers who go to work 
each day within ECF have been the real 
reason this program has succeeded,” Salem 
said. “Their shared commitment to the 
success of Great Plains Manufacturing and 
the improvement in the lives of the inmates 
are an example to all of us.”

“We have some guys that have never 
worked a job in their lives. It’s unreal to 
see how far they come. My main goal is 
to get the inmate mentality out of them,” 
Anschutz said. “When they get out, they 
will have a trade and they will know how to 
work. I don’t want people to be able to tell 
they were inmates.”

“When an inmate is released, they are 
nervous,” Weinhold said.  “This helps them 
to be better prepared. They learn a trade, 
save some money, and leave with a resume 
and interview skills.”

All of which is why Schaffer considers 
himself fortunate.

“Prison is what you make of it, and 
luckily we’re in a place where there are a 
lot of opportunities to do a lot of positive 
things,” Schaffer said. “This place right here 
is different from any prison I’ve been in. 
These programs are changing people’s lives. 
Not just mine, but I’ve seen others with 
their lives changed. They’ve got job skills, 
trade skills. 

“There are a lot of people that reach out 
to us, that are here for us, that treat us like 
people. In time, that makes us feel different, 
that makes us act different.”  n

WORK, from page 17

Mammoths in Jewell County
According to information from the Quaternary 
International Journal and Science Direct website, the 
remains of five mammoths have been excavated along 
the north shore of Lovewell Reservoir on White Rock 
Creek in Jewell County.

Two additional mammoths have been recorded as 
surface finds. These seven mammoths were clustered 
within a distance of 1¼ miles, which is uncommon 
elsewhere on the central Great Plains of North America. 

Radiocarbon dating from bone and decalcified organic 
carbon indicate the mammoths lived about 21,000 to 
25,000 years ago.

TOP LEFT: Bob Levin, aka the Fossil Guy, Smith Center, points 
out part of the mammoth fossil display in the Jewell County 
Historical Museum.

TOP RIGHT: Gilberta Bindell, Hiawatha, applies a henna tattoo.

CENTER: The crowd began gathering early Saturday to listen 
to the live music.

BOTTOM LEFT: Kaw Creek performs on the outdoor stage 
at Mankato City Park.

CENTER: Akilah (left) and Naomi Pahls enjoy a snack while 
helping to set up a booth with grandmother Jane Pahls.

RIGHT: Artist Deena Schultz, Deshler, Neb., taught a painting 
class at Petals/Possibilities downtown.

[PHOTOS BY BEN AND BETSY WEARING]
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  STORY AND PHOTOS 
        BY ERIN MATHEWS

[NATOMA]  Jeremy Makings 
and Justin Frye were aware 
of many of the challenges 
they’d face starting up a CNC 
machine shop in rural Natoma 
— but not all. The snake that 
fell from the sky came as a 
complete surprise.

The timing of the 
unfortunate snake’s demise, 
which they found out about 
later from the power company, 
could not have been worse. 
It was July 2018, and J&J 
Precision Machining had just 
gotten its first big break — a 
sizable order for parts that 
could lead to even bigger 
orders in the future. 

Frye and Makings had been 
working around the clock to fill 
the order. Frye had the vertical 
milling machine humming 
along when production came 
to an abrupt halt. 

“I was in here one night, 
and there was a power surge 
because — only around here 
would you hear this story — a 
bird swooped down and picked 
up a snake and was flying away 
with the snake and dropped 
it,” Frye said. “It landed and 
shorted out between two 
transformers, and that surge 
came up the line and fried the 
machine.” 

Instead of updating the 
classic dog-ate-my-homework 
tale and asking for an 
extension, the two men worked 
36 hours straight using two 
different machines in their 

rural Natoma shop. 
“We keep our heads down 

and power through,” Makings 
said. “That’s what we do. 
Neither one of us has ever been 
scared of hard work.”

They got the order 
made to specification and 
delivered on time. 

“We drove the parts to 
Wichita because we didn’t have 
time to ship,” Makings said. 
“We both had to go because 
we had to keep each other 
awake for the drive. We literally 
arrived within minutes of the 
deadline.”

Afterward — once they’d 
had some rest — they 
set about rebuilding the 
Computer Numerical Control 

(CNC) machine, which had 
incurred $45,000 in damage. 
Fortunately, the loss was 
covered by insurance. 

Road weary
The sizzling snake is just 

one of many hurdles the two 
friends have overcome since 
starting their shop in February 
2017 with the hope of owning 
a business that didn’t require 
them to be away from their 
young families. After years 

of extensive work travel — 
Makings in the oil industry 
and Frye as a manager for a 
cutting tool manufacturer 
— the two both knew they 
needed a change.

“We were just sick and 
tired of being on the road,” 
Frye said. “We wanted to do 
something where we could stay 
at home more, spend more 
time with the family, but also 
maybe help out the community 
too, and hopefully bring some 

Staying Home

“We wanted to do something where we could stay at 
home more, spend more time with the family, but also 
maybe help out the community too, and hopefully bring 
some jobs to the area.”

JUSTIN FRYE  |  co-owner, J&J Precision Machining

Natoma men start 
machine shop to work 
near their families

Justin Frye works on designing a part in his office at J&J Precision Machining.
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jobs to the area.”
Makings, who had recently 

sold his interest in an oil 
industry business, had some 
capital to work with, as well as 
business experience. Frye knew 
how to machine.

“My dad was a tool and 
die maker and became a 
CNC machinist as soon as 
technology progressed,” Frye 
said. “He’s been a machinist 
since he was 16, and he’s 65 
now. I can remember being 
a kid standing next to him 
in a machine shop watching 
him work. I’ve always enjoyed 
the challenge of figuring out 
how to make something, so I 
stuck with it.”

The two men sat at the 
Makings family’s kitchen 
table in late 2016 and signed 
the paperwork creating their 
limited liability company. A 
few weeks later, Makings was 
completing a final oilfield 
job in Alberta, Canada, 
when his wife, Heidi, called 
with big news.

“She said, ‘I’m pregnant,’” 
Makings said. “That made it 
scarier, but we were too far 
into the plans. There was no 
backing out.”

Finding a spot
Makings and Frye needed 

a location for their shop, and 
they found it about a mile 
from Makings’ rural home. His 
neighbor didn’t want to sell the 
abandoned oil pipeline pump 
station because it is located in 
the middle of his farmland, but 

he agreed to a 20-year lease. 
The 7,200-square-foot green 
building had been sitting with 
no doors and a large hole in the 
wall for about five years.

Although the building 
needed a lot of work, the cost 
of renovation was significantly 
less than the cost of new 
construction, Makings said. 

“One of the big 
considerations for what we do 
is the power,” he said. “We’ve 
got to have the right electricity 
and enough electricity to be 
able to run these machines. We 
had the power here.” 

Makings said within three 
months of starting the shop 
they were able to pay all their 
bills, although profits were yet 
to come. He said they’ve been 
told the shop is too far from 
Wichita to be viable, but so far 
it is working out.

“UPS will go anywhere,” 
he said.

Making every 
dollar count

An early obstacle came 
when a Small Business 
Administration loan they had 
hoped to use to underwrite 
about half their start-up costs 
was not approved. As a result, 
Makings and Frye were forced 
to complete much of the 
renovation work themselves, 
purchasing supplies with 
Makings’ money because 
they couldn’t get a loan to fix 
a building they didn’t own. 
Frye ordered the machines, 
which were financed through 

bank loans.
“We focused all the loan 

money into making good 
parts,” Makings said. “We 
got the machines we needed 
to have and quality control 
equipment.” 

The flying snake taught them 
vigilance when it comes to 
protecting their machines from 
possible power surges. In June, 
when a transformer in the area 
got hit by lightning twice in 
one week, the business was in 
the dark for a day each time, 
but none of the machines were 
damaged. If bad weather is on 

NEED A PART?
J&J PRECISION MACHINING
ADDRESS:  2841 County 404 Dr., Natoma 
PHONE:  (785) 885-4167 
EMAIL:  support@jandjprecisionmachining.com 
WEBSITE:  jandjprecisionmachining.com 
FACEBOOK:  @jandjprecisionmachining

See HOME, page 24

LEFT: The Sit-Tite is a 
product designed by J&J 
Precision Machining to 
assist law enforcement 
officers. The simple device 
prevents a person being 
arrested from undoing the 
seatbelt in the patrol car.

BELOW: Justin Frye and 
Jeremy Makings co-own 
J&J Precision Machining.
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me, and we took notes about everything,” she laughed.
Finnell applied for a grant from the Dane G. Hansen 

Foundation and combined it with local donations. The first 
Kansas Mammoth Festival was June 15-17, 2018.  It was a great 
success, with an estimated 800 attendees.

“The park was bustling with visitors from far and near. We saw 
license plates from Kansas, Nebraska, Missouri, Texas, California, 
Iowa, and Indiana,” Finnell said.

“All of the food vendors on site sold out of food, and the youth 
groups that held fundraiser meals did well.”

The success solidified the desire to make this an annual event. 
The second festival was June 7-9, with about 1,000 attendees.

Two locations, one event
Finnell, the volunteer coordinator for the festival, spent the 

weekend riding around the city park on her decorated, three-
wheel bike, complete with a basket full of supplies. She quickly 

points out that the planning team continues to grow and many 
hands were involved in making the event a success. Volunteers 
were manning stations with activities for children, managing the 
stage and working the beer garden.

The festival takes place both at the park and in downtown 
Mankato. Most festivals have all activities at a park. The dual 
locations help drive traffic downtown, which helps expose visitors 
to local businesses.

Breakfast on the Bricks featured tables in the center of 
Commercial Street, with everything from oatmeal parfaits to 
biscuits and gravy offered for a donation by the diners. Volunteers 
stepped up to set up and serve the food. 

The museum was open, and sure enough, the mammoth display 
is right up front for all to see.

A local band played, and folks participated in a scavenger 
hunt that had them in and out of various downtown businesses 
searching for clues relating to mammoth facts.

At Petals/Possibilities, a downtown shop, festival-goers could 

the way, Makings and Frye shut 
down the equipment.

In the office, Frye operates 
the Computer-Aided Design 
and Manufacturing system to 
design models of parts and 
generate computer programs 
that guide the milling and lathe 
machines through each step of 
production. 

“Basically, I tell the tool what 
it needs to do, and then I can 
digitally machine the part,” he 
said. “You can digitally crash 
in here (the office) before you 
crash out there. It tells you if 
you’ve got something wrong.” 

Frye taught Makings to 
operate the CNC machines 
and make parts. Eventually, 
Makings will set up machines 
for staff machinists to run. 
Frye said the company’s five-
year projection is to have five 
employees working in addition 
to the co-owners. 

“We’re hoping — knock 
on wood — as long as 
manufacturing and the 
economy stay good, we can get 
there,” he said. 

Frye said the company is 
working toward certifications 

required for many jobs, but it is 
hard to complete the required 
documentation or seek new 
customers with only two 
people doing the work.

“The biggest struggle for a 
new company is customers 
want to make sure you can 
make a part,” he said. “They’ll 
say, ‘Make me two or three of 
these.’ It’s been a slow process 
building a customer base, but 
it’s starting to pay dividends.” 

A new product 
Another reason Makings 

and Frye are hopeful about the 
company’s future is that orders 
are beginning to roll in for a 
product they developed and 
patented. The Sit-Tite, a simple 
metal barrier that slips onto a 
seatbelt receiver and prevents 
the belt from being unbuckled, 
was created at the request of 
Makings’ brother, Nathan, a 
Kansas Highway Patrol trooper.

“He called and said, ‘Hey, 
I want a way to prevent 
somebody I have detained 
from getting out of the seatbelt. 
Can you think something up 
for me?’” Makings said. 

It was several months 

before he and Frye had time 
to come up with a solution to 
the problem. They sought a 
patent after watching multiple 
YouTube videos showing 
people escaping from patrol 
cars during arrest. 

The Sit-Tite prevents the 
seatbelt from being unlatched 
by hand, but the officer can 
release the belt with a handcuff 
key. In an emergency, there 

are other ways to quickly 
release the belt.

“The Sit-Tite’s in its infancy,” 
Makings said. “I think that’s 
really going to take off for us.”

Producing quality parts
In the meantime, the shop 

is becoming busier with orders 
for all kinds of small parts. 
Makings and Frye never even 
find out the purpose of some 

MAMMOTH , from page 20

Jeremy Makings machines a part.

HOME, from page 23
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make flower crowns or take a painting class. A free showing of 
Night at the Museum played at the Ute Theatre.

Activities at the park started Friday night with concerts and an 
acrobatic performance. Saturday afternoon booths opened with 
activities for children, artists selling their work and food vendors. 
Performances included an aerial show by the Rekinnection 
Performing Arts on Saturday night. 

In 2018 an aerial and fire performance was so popular that 
Tammy looked for a similar act this year.

“The circus troupe was a special treat for visitors as it is 
something that other small-town celebrations don’t have,” Finnell 
said. “We try to book local bands to showcase them and also to 
help keep our costs down.” 

The event budget was about $10,000. She said this year they 
did some things to help make the event more self-sustaining.

“We sold T-shirts this year, and we hosted a food booth and the 
beer garden ourselves to bring in some revenue,” she said.

“When the festival was over,” Finnell said, “we all felt proud 

to have been a part of this opportunity to produce a festival. It 
brought us all together even more as a community.”  n

 
 
 
 
 
WHAT IS STRATEGIC DOING?
In the fast-paced environment we live in, traditional strategic planning 
processes often are too slow and cumbersome to effect real change. 
Strategic Doing, is just that — an agile process that facilitates doing. 
When a team completes the process, they will not have a binder of 
suggested actions, but rather a completed project or projects.

The Dane G. Hansen Foundation introduced Strategic Doing in 2016 
to all of the 26 counties it serves. Since that time, projects have been 
completed all over Northwest Kansas, and more are underway.

Learn more about Strategic Doing in Northwest Kansas at www.
danehansenfoundation.org; click on Special Initiatives, then Strategic 
Doing. To learn more about the history and current Strategic Doing work 
across the globe, visit strategicdoing.net.

of the objects they make. In 
addition to Kansas, the shop 
has made parts for companies 
in New Jersey, Texas, Illinois 
and Georgia. Makings said Sit-
Tites have been shipped to half 
the states in the country.

“What we’re built for is 
higher production, smaller-type 
parts — basically because of 
our location,” Frye said. “If we 
did larger parts, the shipping 
costs would be astronomical, 
and we couldn’t compete.”

In the quality control 
room, near the coordinate 
measuring machine 
that ensures that parts 
are being made to 
specifications, Frye 
and Makings have a 
display of several parts 
they have produced 
for clients.

There’s everything 
from a flange for 
an airplane toilet 
to commercial 
lawnmower blades to 
parts for after-market 
turbo chargers for cars, 
boats and jet skis. They’ve 
also made a knuckle for a 
pitching machine that throws 

five different pitches, and 
they recently delivered 13,406 
washers for use with rivets that 
hold airplanes together.

Machine shop/daycare
The best part for both men is 

that most nights they go home 
to their families, and many 
days their kids come to visit 
them at work. 

They are also both long-
time area residents who enjoy 
being involved in community 
activities. Makings has lived his 
entire life in the Natoma area, 
and Frye moved there from 
Norton in 1998, when he took 
a job running a machine shop 
in Paradise. Frye serves on the 
school board, and Makings is 
on the boards of his township 
and church. They also coach a 
baseball team.

“He went from being gone 
months at a time to working 
right around the corner, so the 
kids will ride over on their 
bikes,” Frye said of Makings. 

One wall of the office 
is lined with toys for the 
two men’s five young 
children, who are 
sometimes all playing 
at the shop together. 

“It’s a machine shop/
daycare sometimes,” 
Frye said.

“It’s a lot of 
fun,” Makings said. 
“You get to be part 

of your kids’ lives on a daily 
basis, and we didn’t do that 
for years.” 

Frye and his wife, Amy, are 
parents to Triton, 22; Teyvian, 
20; Tracen, 15; Gracie, 3; and 
Jabril, 9 months. Makings 
and his wife, Heidi, who 
keeps books for the shop, 
have Camdyn, 9; Gage, 7; and 
Xander, 2.

Makings said he has an 
especially close relationship 
with Xander, the baby 
Heidi was pregnant with 
when they were getting the 
business started. 

“My youngest is my constant 
companion,” he said. “I am his 
whole world. The older two 
weren’t like that. Sometimes 
they almost forgot who I was 
because I’d be gone so long.”

One afternoon in June, 
Xander rode across the 
shop floor in a Little Tikes 
coupe toward where his dad 
stood. He would need other 
transportation as the family got 
ready to head home for lunch.

“You can ride in Daddy’s 
truck,” Makings told the 
smiling boy as they headed out 
the door.  n

Xander Makings, 2, 
enjoys driving around 

his father’s shop.
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  BY ERIN MATHEWS

More time fishing with Sam 
— less time in meetings.

More time teaching Amanda 
to ride a bike — less time 
dealing with office politics.

The opportunity for more 
family fun outside of work is a 
big reason people find being on 
the clock in Northwest Kansas 
appealing, said the president of 
a center that supports area 
businesses. 

“The reward of doing 
business in Northwest Kansas 
is you have the opportunity 
to live a great 
quality of life with 
your family,” said 
Scott Sproul, 
president and chief 
executive officer 
of the Northwest 
Kansas Economic 
Innovation Center 
Inc. (NWKEICI).

While parents are working, 
public schools in the area 
provide children with the 
opportunity for a quality 
education, he said. When they 
head home, there are no long 
commutes or traffic snarls. 
Sproul aims to help more 
people find that work/home 
balance in Northwest Kansas. 

NWKEICI, a private 
operating foundation, provides 
economic and entrepreneurial 
assistance to businesses and 
entrepreneurs in 26 counties. 
The center’s main objective 

is to enhance quality of 
life in the area by creating 
economic opportunities; 
promoting health, education 
and civic pride; supporting 
local businesses; and reversing 
population decline.

Since NWKEICI was 
launched in 2017 with funding 
from the Dane G. Hansen 
Foundation, it has approved 
more than 15 business loans. 
More than $3 million has been 
invested in area businesses 
since October 2017.

Supporting 
existing and new 
businesses

While loans have 
been extended to 
more established 
businesses, Sproul 
said contacts are 
being made through 
universities with 

students who have business 
concepts they could launch 
in the area.

“We’re looking for talent 
that has ideas and wants 
to locate their business in 
Northwest Kansas,” he said. 
Sproul noted that in addition 
to loan programs, NWKEICI 
is looking at additional 
resources for businesses in 
Northwest Kansas.

The six members of the 
NWKEICI Board of Directors 
are entrepreneurs and business 
people who have working 

experience and a passion for 
Northwest Kansas, Sproul 
said. Board members provide 
strategic direction and act 
as mentors to businesses in 
the region. 

Sproul said the board meets 
monthly to review funding 
applications, which can be 
downloaded at nwkeici.org. 
Typically, each month three or 
four applications are reviewed, 

and at times applicants are 
referred to additional resources 
to develop business plans, 
hone financials and make 
other improvments to the 
proposal, he said. 

The center’s business loan 
program provides direct loans 
for start-ups, expansions, 
business successions, 
emergencies and additional 
gap financing. He said loans 
have varied in size from $5,000 
to $1.1 million. 

In addition, NWKEICI 
provides financing to 
entrepreneurs for business 
concept development and 
market studies. Sproul said 
that typically, the hardest type 
of funding to secure through a 
traditional loan is funding to 
determine if an idea, product 
or service is commercially 
viable and to develop 

prototypes or secure patents.  
“That’s the part they usually 

borrow from family and 
friends,” he said. 

The first step to financing 
and business success

Filling out the application is 
the first step. Applications that 
are complete before the first of 
the month are reviewed by the 
board at that month’s meeting. 

“There might be some 
scenarios that need addressed, 
or something might need to be 
changed,” Sproul said. “This 
is not financing that’s easy 
to come by. This is financing 
that’s harder, because they’ve 
been turned down by a 
financial institution after some 
scrutiny there, and we have to 
try to fix some of those issues.”

Participants are required to 
have an approved mentor, and 
the board can help find that 
person, Sproul said.

“The mentor is supposed to 
review what’s happening in the 
business, look for any red flags 
as we’re moving it forward, and 
communicate to us how we 
need to fix some of those issues 
that pop up,” he said. “I think 
overall the business mentors 
have been received well by the 
clients, because they actually 

Scott Sproul

Here to help
Northwest Kansas Economic Innovation Center invests in the region

“We’re looking for talent that has ideas and wants to 
locate their business in Northwest Kansas.”
SCOTT SPROUL |  President & CEO, Northwest Kansas Economic Innovation Center

26          NORTHWEST KANSAS TODAY     |     SUMMER 2019



Here to help
have somebody to bounce 
ideas off of and ask questions.”

Rural & Remote
Getting people to come 

home and stay home is the goal 
of one of NWKEICI’s newest 
programs, Rural and Remote. 

NWKEICI has partnered with 
Ogallalah Commons to create 
the program that provides 
job placement support for 
people who want to live in 
Northwest Kansas and work 
remotely for companies across 
the nation.  Remote positions 
can include marketing, 
office administration, 
sales, graphic design, and 
more. These positions often 
offer above average wages 
and benefits, expanding the 
number of attractive jobs in 
Northwest Kansas. 

Rural and Remote includes 
a coding academy that enables 
qualified students to learn 
computer programing online, 
enabling current residents 
to learn a skill that can lead 
to a remote job that is in 
high demand.

More business tools 
to come

Sproul said NWKEICI is 
working on developing other 
tools to help area businesses 
thrive. Major needs that 
have been identified include 

workforce development and 
business succession planning, 
among others.

“Workforce is a huge issue. 
Hopefully we’re going to make 
some movement over the next 
couple of years,” Sproul said.

In addition, he said, the 
NWKEICI is looking to expand 
or develop a new product.

Sproul said NWKEICI staff 
have been involved in business 
recruitment. And they have 
been on listening tours with 
businesses across the Midwest 
to see if models being used in 
Colorado, Nebraska or Texas 
could be replicated to create 
jobs in Northwest Kansas.

Assisting local efforts
Sproul, who previously 

worked as director of Norton 
City/County Economic 
Development, said NWKEICI 
is not designed to replace 
city and county economic 
development agencies, but 
rather to enhance their efforts. 
He said the center functions 
as an independent third party 
that can assist with local 
economic development efforts.

“Obviously, if the county 
is trying to retain or recruit 
businesses or employees into 
the county, we would want to 
be at the table to try to help 
with that,” he said.  n

of the prison other than what the general media puts out 
when trouble arises.”

Guests who arrive to see the play are approved ahead of 
time. They can’t bring in cell phones, and they are required 
to pass through a metal detector. Security is the priority. 

“One breach of security, and instantly this could be gone 
mid-season,” Britton said.

Inmates try to ensure that behavior issues that would 
jeopardize their ability to perform don’t arise. Hazelton 
said his favorite part of being in the 13-member cast was 
feeling like he was part of a team.

“Sometimes in here you don’t get very much 
camaraderie unless it’s in a bad way,” he said. “To be a part 
of this team — this is positive. We’re getting to affect the 
public. Our family gets to come. They get to see that you 
are bettering yourself. That’s what I want. I want my family 
to have good memories with me.”

Among those in the audience watching Hazelton as 
Deacon Randalf were his aunt and two cousins. 

“My aunt’s two girls were 1 and 3 when I was arrested, 
and now one’s a psychologist and one’s a chiropractor,” he 
said. “They got to come in and see me act like a goofball.”

Hazelton appreciates the opportunity to be viewed in a 
different light. He began serving a hard 40-year sentence 
in 1997 after murdering one man and attempting to 
murder a second man. In Ellsworth prison, he works in the 
gym yard, is an officer in Jaycees and participates in the 
Hospice program, providing personal care for inmates who 
are dying.

“I think we have to try to give back where we can — 
especially me — I’ve taken more than I could ever give 
back,” he said.  n

Learn more about programs in the Ellsworth Correctional Facility 
by clicking on NWKansas Today at danehansenfoundation.org.

The woodshop at the Ellsworth Correctional Facility custom crafts area is 
seeking donations of scrap hardwood. The inmates transform the wood into a 
variety of items sold to benefit the RightTrack Foundation. If you have wood to 
donate, please contact Chaplain Dale Bailey at dale.bailey@ks.gov.
[PHOTO BY BETSY WEARING]

HOPE, from page 15

NORTHWEST KANSAS ECONOMIC INNOVATION CENTER INC.
ADDRESS: 112 S. Kansas Ave. Suite 313, Norton 
EMAIL: office@nwkeici.org 
PHONE: (785) 874-5150 
WEBSITE: nwkeici.org
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  BY ERIN MATHEWS

Small towns in Kansas and across rural America 
could experience a vibrant renewal over the next 
two decades — if they are not allowed to decay one 
house at a time, says a rural sociologist. 

“We are about to undergo 
one of the largest demographic 
shifts we’ve ever undergone in 
rural communities,” said Ben 
Winchester, who works for 
the University of Minnesota 
Extension. 

Many baby boomers older 
than 65 — who owned over 
one-third of owner-occupied 
homes in rural Kansas in 2010 — have just started 
moving or making plans to do so, joining the area’s 
even older homeowners in making decisions about 
rural property. All told, nearly three-quarters of 
rural homes will be under new ownership in the 
next 20 years.

Others are making no plans with the hope that 
they can just stay in their homes until they die, even 
if the house needs maintenance they can’t provide, 
Winchester said. If enough individual homeowners 
and their families avoid difficult conversations and 
allow a house to deteriorate, it becomes a threat to 
the viability of the community, he said.

 Winchester speaks nationally on rural issues. 
He presented rural housing data March 5 in Hays, 
at a forum sponsored by the Dane G. Hansen 
Foundation for area community foundation and 
economic development staff and board members.

“What’s coming? Is it going to be a disaster as 
the headlines proclaim, or is it going to be a big 
opportunity?” Winchester asked. “If you hold on 
to the negative narrative that no one wants to live 

Ben Winchester

“I want the people who live in our small towns today to know 
that people want to live here, despite the negative narrative, 
people would love to live in your house.”

BEN WINCHESTER  |  rural sociologist

Small towns that manage 
the generational shift in 
home ownership can thrive

LIVING RURAL

PHOTO BY NADINE SIGLE
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in a rural community, it’s a disaster coming. If you 
recognize the reality that people want to live in rural 
communities, there’s opportunity here.”

No one wants to live here... or do they?
He said rural communities can thrive if they 

find ways to manage the transition as aging 
baby boomers make housing changes. For many 
homeowners and their rural communities, houses 
are their largest asset. Even though homes are 
privately owned, what happens to them is of public 
interest, he said.

“Maybe the best thing you can do for the future 
of your community is to ensure that there’s 
somewhere for people to live,” he said. “It’s 
that simple.”

He said a widespread and persistent tendency 
to think and speak negatively about rural places, as 
well as declining total population numbers, have 
small-town people convinced their homes wouldn’t 
sell. People who are on a fixed income and believe 
they live “in the middle of nowhere” are less likely 
to maintain their houses.

“I want the people who live in our small towns 
today to know that people want to live here, despite 
the negative narrative, people would love to live in 
your house,” he said. “They would love to be part of 
the next generation of rural America in general. Our 
places are caring places. We want these stories to 
continue.”

While overall population figures are often used 
to illustrate a decline in rural areas, the overall 
number of households might be a better indicator 
of an area’s health, because that accounts for 
today’s smaller average family size, he said. In the 
1960s, families typically had two to three kids; 
today’s average household size includes 1½ to 1¾ 

children, he said.
“Housing becomes 

a better indicator of 
the changes we’re 
undergoing in rural 
communities,” he said.

In the 26-county area 
served by the Dane G. 
Hansen Foundation, 
only Ellis, Ellsworth 
and Saline counties 
didn’t show a decline in 
population from 2000 
to 2010. However, four 
counties — Decatur, 
Ellsworth, Rooks and 
Sheridan — showed no 
decline in numbers of 
houses, and six counties 
— Ellis, Lincoln, Logan, 
Ottawa, Russell and 
Saline — showed an 
increase in total housing stock. Even in the counties 
showing a decline in number of households, the 
decrease was much smaller than the percentage of 
population change.

OK, why not stay put?
He said there are baby boomers who are 

choosing to leave rural communities to be closer 
to grandchildren, medical services, or a favorite 
recreational area. Others want to stay in their rural 
communities, but are looking for a smaller place 
with less maintenance.

He said small towns will be negatively affected 
by residents who have no plan other than to stay 

See RURAL, page 30
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in their homes until they die. This approach often 
results in families having to make decisions about 
homes in emergency mode when a parent has a 
serious health issue.

“The kids are completely in the dark until they’re 
forced to make a decision,” he said, “and then 
you’re stuck making whatever decision is good in 
the short term. That doesn’t benefit the community 
all the time.”

He said houses that become vacant and are only 
visited a few times a year by heirs of the former 
owner often are not well maintained and deprive 
the community of new, full-time residents who 
could be buying groceries, shopping downtown and 
paying taxes to support the school system.

Homes that fall into disrepair can be difficult to 
replace. In many rural areas, the cost of building 
materials and labor for constructing a new house is 
higher than the finished house would appraise at, so 
new construction is unlikely, Winchester said.

A community asset
Homeowners have built up equity in their homes, 

and home equity is also a measure of growing 
community wealth, he said.

“When you add together the value of all your 
homes, that’s wealth for your community, and you 
can continue to build that,” he said. However, years 
of deferred maintenance could take a real toll on a 
small town’s existing housing stock.

For example, he said to imagine a community that 
has four homes, and every home brings in $1,000 in 
property tax levy.

“One gets torn down, and now it’s just the land 
that is assessed,” he said. “Does the county say, ‘We 
lost that house. Let’s reduce our levy by $800.’? No, 
the county-wide levy remains the same, if not more. 
So, who pays for this reduction? Everybody else is 
paying for that now. That $800 is now made up by 
everybody else in town.”

What can be done?
Winchester said people in leadership in rural 

communities should be looking for ways to protect 
housing assets. 

“The reason I bring the message out is because 
I think there’s an opportunity for us to become 
involved as public agents in this. There’s an intricate 
tie between private and public decisions that are 
made every day, and this is yet another one of those 
that we actually have control over,” he said. “There 
is a public benefit to private action. There is a public 
cost to private inaction.”

He suggested steps that could be effective include 
initiating conversations with older residents to 
determine their intentions and alleviate fears about 
moving; offering free home inspections for seniors 
to determine what updates are needed and whether 
funding is available; and providing handicapped-
accessible, maintenance-free senior housing 
choices. He said collaborations could be formed 
with area contractors and community colleges to 
assist in rehabilitating homes for sale.

He said a good way to understand what older 
homeowners intend for their property is to ask 
them and their families. 

“A lot of people do know about the transfer of 
wealth, but they don’t think of that in terms of their 
house wealth — especially at the community level. 
They think of it in terms of finances. This is transfer 
of wealth. Let them know not only is it important to 
have their money go somewhere, but it’s important 
to have a viable home go somewhere. That seems 
like a very small part of this big picture, but, 
actually, for the town, it’s probably a bigger part.”

A place for all
He said small towns would benefit from taking 

a cohesive community approach to developing 
strategies for working with older homeowners 
and potential buyers. Instead of seeking “warm 
bodies” to fill jobs, communities should be 
looking for future residents, who also work in the 
community, he said.

“We don’t live in an economy — we live in 
a community,” he said. “I think people don’t 
recognize this a lot — the extent to which our place 
matters more than our job.”

RURAL, from page 29
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He said people tend to interpret the idea of 
“aging in place” as meaning staying at home, but 
perhaps the place being referred to is the town 
— not a specific house. He said money spent on 
wheelchair-accessible ramps or making a bathroom 
handicapped accessible rarely adds to the value of a 
home when it comes time to sell.

Communities that invest in providing accessible 
senior housing options, such as single-story condos 
or apartments, can keep their older residents — 
who have Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid and 
retirement fund assets — while freeing up housing 
for younger families, he said.

“Today it is a senior-service economy,” he said. 
“It’s only going to become more integrated with 
senior services.”

The brain gain
Research shows there are plenty of people 

interested in living in rural areas, he said.
Winchester said there has been more media 

attention to the “brain drain” — 18-year-olds who 
graduate high school and move to metropolitan 
areas — than there has to the equally well 
documented “brain gain.” People in their 30s, 
40s and 50s have been moving to rural areas in 
significant numbers since the 1970s.

He said rural life appeals to people who want 
more time with their families and are ready to leave 
rush-hour traffic behind in exchange for a slower 
pace of life, relative safety and security and a lower 
cost of living.

Potential buyers in the millennial generation, who 
outnumber baby boomers as of last year, are often 
more inclined to rent instead of buying homes after 
watching their parents lose money on their home 
investments during the 2008 housing crisis and 
recession, he said.

However, Winchester said, society still places a 
high value on home ownership, because people who 
have invested in a home have a greater community 
commitment, are more likely to be engaged in 
community groups, and they volunteer and donate 
more for local causes.

He said rural communities need to be a 
welcoming place for newcomers. Hosting periodic 
events where they can meet each other is beneficial. 
He said research shows that about a third of people 
who move to a small town have lived there 
before; two-thirds have bachelor’s degrees 
and a household income of about $50,000; 
and about half have children in the home.

“My goal is to ensure that we have 
the next generation living in our small 
towns in 25 years,” he said.   n
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NWKS Population
While overall population figures are often used to illustrate a decline in rural areas, the overall number 
of households might be a better indicator of an area’s health, because that accounts for today’s smaller 
average family size.

NW Kansas 
County

Population 
change 

2000-2010

Total housing units Owner Occupied Homes by Age in 2010*

2000 2010  Change < 45 45-54 55-64 65+

Cheyenne -14%  1,636  1,518 -7% 20% 19% 21% 41%

Cloud -7%  4,838  4,659 -4% 24% 20% 21% 35%

Decatur -15%  1,821  1,818 0% 18% 21% 23% 39%

Ellis 3%  12,078  12,872 7% 31% 22% 21% 26%

Ellsworth 0%  3,228  3,239 0% 22% 23% 22% 34%

Gove -12%  1,423  1,373 -4% 21% 20% 21% 38%

Graham -12%  1,553  1,484 -4% 18% 20% 20% 42%

Jewell -19%  2,103  2,032 -3% 17% 18% 23% 41%

Lincoln -9%  1,853  1,864 1% 23% 21% 24% 32%

Logan -10%  1,423  1,441 1% 22% 24% 19% 35%

Mitchell -8%  3,340  3,296 -1% 22% 21% 23% 34%

Norton -5%  2,673  2,542 -5% 23% 23% 20% 34%

Osborne -13%  2,419  2,206 -9% 20% 21% 19% 40%

Ottawa -1%  2,755  2,779 1% 28% 24% 19% 28%

Phillips -6%  3,088  3,049 -1% 23% 21% 24% 33%

Rawlins -15%  1,565  1,458 -7% 16% 18% 24% 42%

Republic -15%  3,113  2,877 -8% 18% 21% 22% 39%

Rooks -9%  2,758  2,768 0% 25% 21% 22% 33%

Russell -5%  3,871  3,910 1% 23% 20% 21% 36%

Saline 4%  22,695  24,101 6% 29% 22% 21% 27%

Sheridan -9%  1,263  1,265 0% 19% 23% 21% 37%

Sherman -11%  3,184  3,148 -1% 25% 21% 21% 33%

Smith -15%  2,326  2,232 -4% 18% 21% 21% 40%

Thomas -3%  3,562  3,536 -1% 27% 23% 22% 29%

Trego -10%  1,723  1,682 -2% 20% 22% 22% 36%

Wallace -15%  791  781 -1% 20% 22% 21% 37%

*Numbers have been rounded.
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You might not think that simply getting books into the homes 
and hands of children would actually help them be better prepared 
for school, but it’s true.  And thanks to Dolly Parton’s Imagination 

Library and the Dane G. Hansen Foundation, it has never been easier 
for a child to build a personal library of his or her very own books.

Every month, children age 0-5 can receive a FREE BOOK 
in the mail through the Imagination Library. 

Shouldn’t your child be one of them?

NWKansasReads.org
ImaginationLibrary.com

https://danehansenfoundation.org/?page_id=2939
https://imaginationlibrary.com

