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Nebraska was often in the press in the late nineteenth century; the
name itself evoked a mental image of adventure, physical prowess,
and victory of man against the elements.

—Dorothy Creighton, Nebraska, a History

FANNIE QUIGLEY HAS BEEN THE EXEMPLAR of the pioneer spirit and wilder-
ness lifestyle in Denali National Park, defying everything we thought we
knew about the North as a story about man against nature. Much has been
written about her, but few sources have had anything to say about where
she came from or how she grew into the crusty old wilderness character
who wore rough men’s clothes and swore loudly. I decided to start at the
beginning. I went to the public library and checked out the first book I found
on Fannie’s home state, Nebraska, which turned out to be a bicentennial
history by Dorothy Creighton. Imagine my surprise to find that many of
the qualities Fannie became famous for as an Alaskan pioneer could be at-
tributed to her Nebraska upbringing. In the 187os, it was the Nebraska fron-
tier that was known for the “hairbreadth struggles of man against nature.”
Discussing “the Nebraska Psyche,” Creighton attributed to Nebraskans
“grit and determination, . . . audacity tempered with caution . . . the friend-
liness and generosity that makes no man a stranger on the prairie . . . and
indomitable vigor transposed into emotional psychological and physical
factors.”! Of course, these are the qualities that all Alaskans claim as an
integral part of the specifically Alaskan pioneering spirit, what they have
been fond of describing as the myth and magic of the “last frontier.” From
her upbringing on a Bohemian homestead in Nebraska, Fannie developed
the very qualities for which she would be known as an Alaska wilderness
pioneer, including her perseverance, her audaciousness, her giving spirit,
and the generous hospitality she offered to all who visited her. The hard-

ships Fannie endured as a child on the Nebraska homestead enabled her to



look with equanimity at the later hardships she faced at remote gold strikes
in the Klondike and in the Kantishna. The homestead skills of gardening,
wilderness cooking, and gathering wild foods would serve her well through-
out her life.

Fannie’s obituary had mentioned Wahoo, so on a map of Nebraska, I
found the town in Saunders County and contacted the local historical society.
Not surprisingly, Deb Playfair, the curator, had heard of Fannie Quigley.
Many vacationing Nebraskans who took in the McKinley Chalet Dinner
Theater’s “Fannie Quigley Cabin Nite” returned home to ask about the fa-
mous Alaska pioneer. But of course, without a maiden name, there was little
new information to be found. After I found her maiden name on the Daw-
son City marriage certificate and especially the names of her parents, I felt
that anything was possible. It seemed like only a few days later when I
walked down my snowy driveway in Fairbanks to find a letter from Saun-
ders County: as always, I was excited by the prospect of receiving a new
piece of information, a new clue in the mystery I was hoping to unravel. In
the county courthouse, Deb had located the original homestead record, and
she sent me a map of Saunders County marked with the distinct grid of the
section lines; a red dot highlighted the Sedlaceks’ homestead. I was sud-
denly consumed with a desire to see the site for myself. As much as I had
read about Fannie, I could not really imagine Nebraska. Unsure just what
I hoped to find there, I called friends who had moved to that state from
Alaska and arranged a trip. I flew across the country at night, and east to
Nebraska. As I drove south from the Omaha airport to my friends Rick and
Lissa’s farm, it was so dark the stars seemed close enough to touch; even the
high beams of the headlights on my rented car seemed to be absorbed by
the darkness of the gravel road bordered by pasture and cornfields. Finally,
lights twinkled out of the windows of their large, old brick house, a bit off
the road, near a typically small crossroads town just a few miles from the
Missouri River.

The next morning, I set out to find Wahoo, driving west from the farm
and the Missouri River. The land changed from high and flat plains to roll-
ing hills, to low bottomlands in the floodplain of the Platte River, and back
again to high, flat plains. But the farms and the towns went on and on. The
towns were spread evenly over the countryside, mostly one to a section
every 6 miles or so along roads that traced the regular grid of the section
lines. (A township, the basic unit of survey, is 6 miles square and subdi-
vided into thirty-six sections of 1 square mile each.)

Saunders County, bordered on the north and east by a wide bend in the

Platte River and only some 40 miles from the Missouri at Omaha, was one
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of the most populous counties in the state’s early years. In 1870, Wahoo was
the only town in the newly settled county, and it consisted of just one large
and one small building.” When I arrived, Wahoo was a substantial county
seat with an imposing courthouse on a rise in the center of town, and the
Historical Society Museum was just below the hill near the railroad tracks.
I stopped in to meet Deb Playfair and get directions to the farm.

The “Homestead Patent Record” showed that Vencil Sedlacek had
claimed the “West Half of the North East Quarter of Section Two, in Town-
ship 14, Range Five East, containing 79 acres.” Vencil settled a tract border-
ing a small tributary that flowed east about 3 miles to join Wahoo Creek.
Following Deb’s directions from Wahoo, I headed west on Route 92 toward
the rolling hill country settled by many of the immigrants from Bohemia,
now one of the provinces of the Czech Republic—so many, in fact, that
the area is locally known as the Bohemian Alps. The towns on the map
have names such as Plasi and Prague (pronounced with a long a, to rhyme
with plague).

Following the map with the red dot, marking the section lines, I searched
for the West Half of the North East Quarter of Section Two. It took three
tries to find what I believed to be the right spot. At first, I turned and headed
south on Route 79, where I found a high knoll with a wonderful view of the
rolling farmland and a cemetery marked by a fancy cast-iron arch with
Czech lettering. Standing in the wind and the sun, looking out over fields

and farmsteads, I tried to pronounce the names on the headstones and
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One of the earliest known
drawings of the area around
Wahoo, Nebraska. Drawing
of the Wauhoo (Wahoo)
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