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Special to The Hays Daily News

RURAL TREGO COUNTY — Caught 
in the frenzy of  2012, we often find ourselves 

rushing to get where we’re going — and fast. In 
northwest Kansas, the most efficient method of  

travel, of  course, is to jump on Interstate 70, set 
the cruise on 75 and simply coast to our next 
destination. Most of  us have certainly zoomed by 
Ogallah and WaKeeney on our way to Kan-
sas City or Denver; in doing so, we miss three 
intriguing sites from our past. 

The Smoky Valley Scenic Byway forms a 60-
mile path along 
U.S. Highway 
147, Kansas 
Highway 4 and 
U.S. Highway 
283. The scenic 
route is replete 
with prairie 
grasses and 
wildflowers, in-
cluding vibrant 
coneflowers, 

spiked yucca 
plants, Indian 
blanket flowers and mint-green sagebrush. 

Joining the flora that lines the path are three 

historic sites you can visit in half  the time it takes 
to traverse the byway. The Emmanuel Lutheran 
Church, Threshing Machine Canyon and the 
Trego Center Store form a scaled-down version 
of  the full, 60-mile scenic byway, so those who 
have a bit of  extra time — but not enough to 
navigate the route in its entirety — can appreci-
ate these preservations from the past.

Taking Exit 135 on I-70 and driving south 
along Highway 147, travelers are 8 miles from 
the first stop, the Emmanuel Lutheran Church, 

built in the early 1900s by a group of  Swedish 
settlers. Marjean Deines, associate director of  the 
Trego County Historical Society, described what 
travelers can look for as they near the 8-mile 
mark.

“It is a limestone church out in the country, 
and it just catches your eye when you pop over 
that hill,” Deines said.

What is unique about Emmanuel Lutheran 
is that drivers-by easily can mistake the original 
limestone building for an abandoned church; 
however, it is alive as ever, with a service every 
Sunday. Even more interesting is those who at-
tend the church regularly are the descendants of  
the original Swedish settlers.

The number of  regular members has contin-
ued to dwindle through the years — now down 
to a mere four. 
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Scenic byway gives way to history

“It’s so calming out 
here; it’s just like 
there is an air of 

calmness about the 
area. It’s a peaceful, 

spiritual place to  
be.”

Marjean Deines, Trego County  
Historical Society

ABOVE: Emannuel 
Lutheran Church is 
pictured south of 
Ogallah.
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its age.
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learned, quite unfortunately, in 
1867. 

The men were traversing the 
BOD and transporting a thresh-
ing machine to Brigham Young in 
Salt Lake City. They stopped at 
Bluffton Station, setting up camp 
below the bluff. American Indians 
crept up on the group of  men and 
killed them. 

They destroyed the threshing 
machine by setting it on fire. For 

years after the massacre, visitors 
to the area still could see remains 

of  the old, burned machine. Since 
then, the area has been cleared, 
but remnants of  the threshing ma-
chine can be viewed at the Trego 
County Historical Society Muse-
um, located in nearby WaKeeney. 

The most intriguing part of  the 
site is one of  the canyon’s walls 
still displays carvings by those who 
traveled the BOD. Passersby on the 
old trail would carve their names 
and the years they went through 
Threshing Machine Canyon. 
Etchings dating to as early as 1859 

appear prominently on the rock. 
The historic site provides a unique 
experience for history-seekers 
because they can view perfectly 
preserved carvings from more than 
150 years ago.

Those wishing to visit Thresh-
ing Machine Canyon do not need 
a vehicle permit for Cedar Bluff  

since it is on public land. The 
gate to the canyon closes Sept. 1 
through Jan. 31 or after excessive 
rainfall, but anyone determined to 
see the canyon can hike to the site 
any time. For additional informa-
tion about the area, stop by the 
Cedar Bluff  Park office.
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ABOVE LEFT: Threshing Machine Canyon has etchings from as far back as 1859. ABOVE RIGHT: Threshing Machine Canyon is seen from a dis-
tance.

Despite this, Ginger Fabrizius, 
the church’s organist whose great-
grandfather quarried limestone 
and helped build the church, af-
firms Emmanuel Lutheran will not 

close, not on her watch, that is. 
“We’re holding up by the skin 

of  our teeth, you might say. We 
have church on Sundays at 9 a.m. 
Anybody’s welcome. … As long as 
I’m alive, we’re not going to close,” 
Fabrizius said.

If  you’re lucky, you’ll pick a 
day to visit Emmanuel Lutheran 
when Fabrizius is passing by — she 
always welcomes visitors.

“If  I ever drive by and there’s 
a car here, I always stop and say, 
‘Would you like to see the inside?’ ” 

When travelers arrive at the 
church, their slamming car doors 
instantly are muted by an over-
whelming peace that surrounds the 
area. The serenity of  a whispering 
breeze, accompanied by the trill 
of  meadowlarks, almost trans-
ports visitors back to 1902, when 
the church was built. Emmanuel 
Lutheran allows visitors to truly ex-
perience the beauty and tranquility 
of  the Kansas prairie.

“It’s so calming out here; it’s 
just like there is an air of  calm-
ness about the area. It’s a peaceful, 
spiritual place to be,” Deines said.

• • •

In contrast to such a serene site, 
Threshing Machine Canyon is a 
historical place with a haunting 
past, found on the northeast tip of  
Cedar Bluff  State Reservoir. To 
access the canyon from Emmanuel 
Lutheran, get back on 147 and 
head south. You will come quickly 
upon a large curve that jogs east. 
As Cedar Bluff  Natural Resource 
Officer Steve Seibel said, you can 

get to the canyon “if  you don’t 
mind driving a little bit of  dirt 
road.” Instead of  following the 
paved curve, continue straight on 
330th Avenue, a winding road 
that eventually will drop you off  at 
Threshing Machine Canyon.

The canyon, formerly called 
Bluffton Station, is nestled along 
an old route known as the But-
terfield Overland Despatch, which 

carried freight and passengers 
from Fort Leavenworth to Denver. 
Though the trail was the shortest 
route to Denver, it could be quite 
dangerous, as a group of  men 

norton
State Park & Sebelius Reservoir
 Camping, Fishing, and Wildlife.

The Adobe House - An Earthen Walled Structure on its   
 Original Location from 1890s.

Gallery of Also Rans - Unsuccessful Candidates for   
 Presidency of the United States.

Station 15 - Leavenworth to Pikes Peak Stagecoach Stop.

Norton Tourism, P.O. Box 132, Norton, KS
785-877-2501

nortoncc@ruraltel.net
www.DiscoverNorton.Com

www.us36.net/nortonkansas
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• • •

You can visit the last stop along 
the route, the abandoned Trego 
Center Store, by backtracking north 
on 330th Avenue. When you get 
back to the large curve on 147, take 
a left on S Road and head straight 
west. The 8-mile dirt road will take 
you directly to Highway 283, just 
1 mile south of  your final destina-
tion. You will see a big white church, 
across from which stands the Trego 
Center Store.

Trego Center once was a Volga-
German community that cropped 
up as more settlers arrived. The little 
place on the plains consisted of  only 
a church, a cemetery and a grocery 
store; it was not a town, but rather a 
communal place for local farmers to 
congregate and to buy groceries.

“They (local farmers) had to go 
9 miles into town just to trade their 
cream and eggs. That was just too 
far, so they started the Trego Center 
Store,” Deines said.

The old brick store, long since 
closed, underwent a few renovations 
since it initially was built, and the 
last version, with an old R.C. Cola 

and 7UP sign still hanging, rests 
along 283.

If  time permits, you can cross 
the highway to visit Zion Lutheran 
Church, the sister church to Em-
manuel Lutheran, originally built 
in 1905 by German immigrants 
and renovated in the 1950s. If  
you need to hit the road, however, 
you can continue north along 283. 
This highway will drop you off  in 
WaKeeney, where you can stop by 

the museum and see the remains of  
the old threshing machine before 
jumping back on the interstate.

The next time you find yourself  

rushing to your next destination on 
I-70, plan a few extra hours into 
your schedule. Traverse the Smoky 
Valley Scenic Byway — or the 
shortcut on S Road, if  you’re in a 
real hurry — and make time to visit 
a few of  the often-overlooked sites 
of  the Kansas past.

EXCURSION TRAIN!
Abilene, Kansas

From I-70 Exit #275, South 2 miles, located south of Eisenhower Center
Wednesday thru Saturday 10 am & 2 pm, Sunday at 2 pm

Memorial Day thru Labor Day
Sat. 10 am & 2 pm, Sun. 2 pm only - May, September & October

Ride the Rails of History
Silver Flyer Rail Bus-Lunch-Stone House Tour-$40/person

4th Saturday - May through October
#3415 Steam Engine will operate May 26, 27, 28; July 4, 28, 29;

 Aug. 3, 4; Sept. 1, 2, 3; Oct. 6, 7. Call for information.
Regular

Excursion Fares
Adults $14.00

Kids 3-11 $7.00

Charters Available!
For Reservations &

Information, call Toll
Free 888-426-6689

DINNER 
TRAINS

$45.00 
per person

May 19 
June 9, 30 
6:30 pm

Reservations 
required

888-426-6687www.asvrr.org
Member of 5-Star Museum District

All prices & schedules subject to change without notice

Abilene Kansas

Kansas Originals
Fine & Folk Art • Exquisite Crafts

Food Products
Kansas Originals Market and Gallery

Showcases the largest collection of fine art, folk art, 

exquisite crafts and food products offered in the state.
Browse through original items created 

by more than 300 Kansans.

Market & Gallery

I-70 Exit 206, Wilson

Email: kom@ksmade.com

785-658-2602

Topeka Travel Center

On the Turnpike

5 miles E. of Topeka

785-379-0200

We’re state-of-the-art with art of the state. www.kansasoriginals.com
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The Trego Center Store remains in Trego Center, along with a house, cemetery and church.
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Editor’s note
The stories in The Hays Daily News’ Travel and Tourism guide this year 

were furnished by students from Fort Hays State University’s Freelance 
Magazine Writing class under the direction of Cheryl Hofstetter Duffy. They 
explored northwest Kansas to bring you a collection of places and hobbies 
worth a second look. As you travel northwest Kansas, take the time to stop 
and give these places your attention. You never know what you might find.

NWKS
Cruising

A SUMMER OF FAIRS, FESTIVALS,  
RODEOS AND CAR SHOWS

Follow HDN Reporter Gayle Weber as she travels 20 counties  
in northwest Kansas between Memorial Day and Labor Day, 
experiencing the traditions that keep small communities alive.


