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Nebraska LEAD Program
Explores Eastern Europe

During International Study 

COURTESY

Nebraska LEAD 42 Fellows stand in front of Parliament Palace (also known
as “The People’s House) in Bucharest, Romania on Jan. 5, 2025. The palace
is the second largest building in the world after the Pentagon. Photo by Kurtis
Harms, Director of the Nebraska LEAD Program.

The annual conference
of the Sandhills Journey
National Scenic Byway
has been set for Saturday,
February 8, at the One
Box Convention Center in
Broken Bow.

“Out and About on the
Byway” is this year’s
theme. The annual busi-
ness meeting will begin
at 1:00 p.m. CT, followed
by the local community
showcase at 2:00 p.m.

Speakers this year are
Carmen Minnick, Car-
henge and Karen Wyatt
Drevo, Humanities.

The social hour is at
5:00 p.m. and the ban-
quet and entertainment
will follow.

The public is invited to
attend. Conference tick-
ets are $30.00 per person
or $50.00 per couple.
2025 memberships are
$30.00 per person.

Contact Linda Teahon
for ticket information at
308-430-0786.

Byway communities are
invited to showcase their
community at a table dis-
play throughout the day.
Contact Bill Burdett at
308-379-3261 or Linda
Lacy at 308-458-8051 if
you would like to reserve
table space.

Some of the highlights
from the past year in-
clude:

• The SJNSB Visitor Cen-
ter “Red Barn” had 1,360
visitors this season. Vol-
unteers at the visitor cen-
ter logged 1,008 hours,
not including the hours
spent mowing, weeding,
or other special projects

by other volunteers. The
barn welcomed visitors to
the new sod house and an
outhouse was added to
the display.

• Byway stops on the
2024 Nebraska Tourism
Passport Program in-
cluded Knight Museum,
Alliance; Barista’s Coffee
House, Grand Island; Is-
land Oasis, Grand Island;
Nebraska National Forest,
Halsey; Mullen Arts Cen-
ter, Mullen; Anthem Cof-
fee, Thedford; and the
Secret Garden, Merna.

• App updates were
made on both iPhone and
Android platforms and
there have been over
1,500 downloads of the
app.

• The Byway placed a
1/2 page ad in the 2024
Nebraska travel guide.

• Audio CD’s that high-
light communities, attrac-
tions, and local history
were distributed at the
barn and other visitor
centers.

• 16th annual Polar
Bear Tank Race was a suc-
cess with participants
coming from numerous
other states.

• One $500 Entrepre-
neur Grant awarded in
2024 – Ol’ Ironsides Bar-
becue and Banquet in
Cairo.

• Monthly radio seg-
ments featuring Byway
happenings aired on
KCNI/KBBN radio spon-
sored by Custer Federal
State Bank.

• The Byway updated
and reprinted Byway
brochures with the new

National Scenic logo
through a grant through
Nebraska Tourism.

• To reach new visitors,
the byway participated in
the Certified Folder pro-
gram which distributed
byway brochures at at-
tractions and businesses
along the front rage of
Colorado. This was done
with funding through the
NE Tourism grant pro-
gram.

• Byway members are
participating in planning
efforts for the Sandhills
Discovery Center, a learn-
ing center to replace the
state 4-H lodge that was
lost in a forest fire.

• A portion of the
Byway is included in the
Junk Jaunt route with
many businesses and at-
tractions participating.

Dues payments of
$30.00 may be sent to
Twila Phillips, Sandhills
RC&D, P.O. Box 28,
Mullen, NE 69152 and
make checks payable to
the Sandhills Journey Na-
tional Scenic Byway.

Any individual or busi-
ness member who pays
their 2025 SJNSB dues by
February 8 will be en-
tered into a drawing for a
two-hour tanking trip
down the Middle Loup
River thanks to Sandhills
River Trips. The drawing
will be held during the
awards banquet and
there will also be a draw-
ing for those present for a
nice gift basket donated
by businesses and sup-
porters along the byway. 

SJNSB Annual Conference

NCF Hometown Interns gain new
appreciation of going home

The Nebraska Community Foundation has a one-of-a-kind internship that
puts college students back in their rural Nebraska hometowns for a summer,

and prompts them to make a difference. Five years in, some of these 95
Hometown Interns have graduated, moved back to their hometowns

and are helping to lead them into the future.

Nebraska LEAD Pro-
gram Class 42 recently re-
turned from an impactful
International Study-Trav-
el Seminar to Romania,
Hungary and Poland,
held from January 3-17,
2025. The two-week jour-
ney provided 28 fellows
with an immersive op-
portunity to explore the
historical, cultural, reli-
gious and agricultural di-
mensions of these
Eastern European na-
tions.

“The International
Study/Travel Seminar is
a cornerstone of the Ne-
braska LEAD Program, of-
fering Fellows an
invaluable global per-
spective that enhances
their leadership skills
and understanding of
agriculture in a global
context,” said Kurtis
Harms, Nebraska LEAD
Program director. “This
year’s visit to Romania,
Hungary and Poland pro-
vided meaningful experi-
ences and connections
that will undoubtedly
shape our Fellows as fu-
ture leaders.”

The seminar featured a
diverse itinerary, includ-
ing visits to farms, busi-
nesses and historical
sites. Highlights of the
trip included:

Meetings with ag lead-
ers, such as a discussion
with the U.S. Embassy in
Romania and a visit to
the Regional Agricultural
Chamber in Poland.
These discussions pro-
vided Fellows with in-
sights into international
production systems, rela-
tions and trade.

Agricultural visits, such
as a large-scale Angus
beef operation, an agri-
tourism farm and a busi-
ness specializing in
animal genetics, showcas-
ing the diversity and in-
novation within Euro-
pean agriculture.

Historical site tours, in-
cluding Auschwitz-Birke-
nau, Schindler’s Factory
and various churches, of-
fering a profound under-
standing of the region’s
history, religious influ-
ences and societal evolu-
tion.

“Visiting these coun-
tries opened my eyes to
the shared challenges
and opportunities we
face in agriculture,” said
LEAD 42 Fellow Jake
Werner, a senior mer-
chandiser with ADM.
“Seeing how farms in Ro-
mania and Poland oper-
ate and hearing their
stories inspired me to

think differently about
how we approach our
agricultural systems back
home. The visit also
helped me appreciate the
local and international
markets we have in the
United States.”

Fellow Michelle Bose, a
farmer and closing agent
with Dvoracek Title,
added, “Walking through
Auschwitz-Birkenau and
Schindler’s Factory was
an emotional experience
that deepened my appre-
ciation for the resilience
of humanity and the im-
portance of leadership
grounded in empathy
and understanding.”

The Nebraska LEAD
Program continues to
prepare agricultural lead-
ers for tomorrow through
its comprehensive leader-
ship development cur-
riculum. The
International Study- Trav-
el Seminar serves as a
capstone experience,
equipping participants
with global perspectives
that enrich Nebraska’s
agricultural and rural
communities.

“One of the most impor-
tant factors in becoming
a good leader is being
able to get outside of your
bubble or your comfort
zone and experience life
through the eyes of oth-
ers,” said Director Harms.
“This enhanced under-
standing of people and
cultures around the
world hopefully lead to
better decision-making
and greater relationships
with others.”

Nebraska LEAD 42 Fel-
lows by hometown that
traveled to Romania,
Hungary and Poland are:

Arcadia: Michelle Bose
Aurora: Matthew Os-

wald

Ayr: Adam Oldemeyer
Bellevue: Annalyssa

Fountain
Broken Bow: Levi

French
Cairo: Ryan Hanousek
Dewitt: Wes Cammack
Elkhorn: John Garlock
Greenwood: Nicholas

Swenson
Hemingford: April Dels-

ing
Holdrege: Logan Reed
Kearney: Sloane Holt-

meier
Lincoln: Nic Grams,

Rachel Ibach, Michael
Manning, Nathan Water-
meier, Jake Werner

Mason City: Brad Parlia-
ment

Mitchell: Jessica Palm
North Platte: Emmet

Storer
Omaha: Cathryn Klein
Ord: Kelby Sudbeck
Randolph: Blake Ho-

kamp
Seward: Traci Menke,

Zach Tveitnes
Shelby: Carter Smith
Wahoo: Brett Storer
Wood River: Dalton Ken-

ning
The Nebraska LEAD

Program includes Ne-
braskans currently active
in production agriculture
and agribusiness and is a
two-year leadership de-
velopment program un-
der the direction of the
Nebraska Agricultural
Leadership Council in co-
operation with the Uni-
versity of Nebraska-
Lincoln’s Institute of
Agriculture and Natural
Resources.

For more information,
or to request an applica-
tion for Nebraska LEAD
44 which begins in the
fall of 2025, contact the
Nebraska LEAD Program
online at lead.unl.edu.
The application deadline
is June 15.

By Kurtis Harms, Director of the
Nebraska LEAD Program

When Dakota Cherney,
Paige Hansen and TK
Hergott left Thayer
County for college, they
didn’t intend returning
anytime soon to that
rural southeast Nebraska
borderland. Yet “The
Thayer County Three,” as
they’ve become known in
Nebraska economic de-
velopment circles, have
replanted roots there
after a unique internship
supported by the Ne-
braska Community Foun-
dation let them see
things in a new light.

“Me, TK and Dakota, we
all have the same kind of
mindset when it comes to
our hometowns, we want
to give back, contribute
and make them a better
place,” said Hansen.

The program, called the
Hometown Internship,

has affected far more
than the Thayer trio. In
interviews, former Home-
town Interns from Fill-
more County, Jefferson
County, Keith County
and elsewhere say they
also gained a fresh appre-
ciation for and commit-
ment to home. Some 95
interns have gone
through the program
during its five years.

Young adults staying or
returning has large impli-
cations as small Nebraska
towns struggle keeping
their best and brightest.
As older generations age
or die out, challenges of
leadership succession
and wealth transfer arise,
which is why retaining or
attracting Gen Zers is crit-
ical to long-term prosper-
ity.

Turning rural places
from communities of last
resort to communities of
choice drives the Ne-

braska Community Foun-
dation, which recently
celebrated its 30th an-
niversary.

President and CEO Jeff
Yost has been with NCF
since 1998. The non-
profit, founded in 1994,
provides resources and
training to a statewide
network of affiliated
funds focused on commu-
nity building.

NCF launched its paid
summer Hometown In-
ternship in 2019, seeking
to retain young people as
ambassadors in their
own communities. Col-
lege students are
matched with affiliated
community foundation
funds in their home
counties and then tasked
with doing community-
based development proj-
ects dreamt up by local

Kalli Kroeker, then an intern for the Hickman Area Community Foundation
Fund, takes a group selfie during a May 2023 peer learning session for Home-
town Interns in Ord. The Nebraska Community Foundation’s internship pro-
gram has placed 95 interns back in the rural Nebraska home counties, where
they work on community service projects to better the place where they grew
up. (Courtesy photo).

Our Town Thedford Is
Thriving In the Sandhills
Thedford was featured by Jon Vanderford on Pure

Nebraska and visited with Cay Ewoldt who runs
Ewoldt’s Grocery store to learn more about the com-
munity.

Ewoldt said Thedford has a wide variety of busi-
nesses including a relatively new coffee shop, and a
day care that is a really important piece when it
comes to the growth of a community. The lumber
yard is going through a renovation and having a new
building built. Outside of our traditional businesses,
we have a really good art gallery and there are all
local artists in there. We also have the Thomas
County Historical Museum, and the Nebraska Na-
tional Forest that is just 15 miles over at Halsey. 

Thedford is seeing a number of renovations, and
one of the buildings recently renovated is the Cow-
poke Hotel. 

“Highway 2 is a National Scenic Byway, and that’s
great that we have that right here in our community,”
Ewoldt said.

“We have food, places to stay, groceries. If you want
it, we’ve got it, and a great school system as well, all
within this small community.” Check out the feature
on www.1011now.com
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