Kimball hotel owners getting name out before opening

	

	The Wheat Growers Hotel in Kimball was constructed in 1918 and was considered the most glamorous hotel between Omaha and Denver. Dwight and Mamie Eisenhower stayed at the Hotel in 1919. With 86 rooms, a restaurant and a ballroom, the hotel became the hub for railroad travelers and locals alike. Courtesy photo
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KIMBALL — Two years ago, Sue Worker and her husband, Kent, purchased the then-dilapidated and abandoned Wheat Growers Hotel in Kimball.

After the hotel sat vacant for 25 years, the Workers and volunteers stripped the 21,000-square-foot building down to its studded walls. Their goal? To restore the old hotel to its original condition, complete with restaurant and ballroom.

The hotel is not in any condition to serve guests, but the Workers still advertise it to raise awareness. Worker has conducted hotel tours at Kimball’s annual Farmers Days, the town’s major celebration, the past three years. The tours have drawn as many as 300 people.

The hotel also advertises on the Internet. It has its own Web site and posts information on sites such as Travel on Wheels.

She said radio and newspaper ads are helpful, but limited financial resources prevent small businesses and attractions from advertising to the fullest.

So far, the couple has spent about $500 on advertising for the hotel, an amount Worker considers adequate for the building’s progress. The owners have to pick and choose types of ads to stay within their budget because they also have to pay for insurance and property taxes on the building, she said.

Reliance only on local marketing also can hinder smaller attractions.

Sarah Dickson, director of exhibition and advertising for national tourism trade organization Travel Industry Association, said the lack of adequate international marketing is debilitating for the U.S. travel industry.

To encourage more nondomestic travel, Dickson coordinates marketing for the International Pow Wow, a trade show that brings in the largest tourism buyers. They purchase and negotiate contracts for hotel rooms or plane tickets on a wholesale level, working with more than 70 countries and bringing in $3.5 billion in three days.

The event, in Miami this year, draws U.S. travel executives representing more than 1,000 hotels, airlines and attractions. They meet with about 1,500 international and domestic buyers to promote their attractions.

Sarah Baker, the travel division’s media relations coordinator and tour organizer said Nebraska participates in the International Pow Wow and is trying to break into international tourism. Baker and Paula Bohaty, group travel manager for the Division of Travel and Tourism, attend the event.

Bohaty’s job is to talk to global visitors about what Nebraska offers as a group tourism destination. Baker attends Media Marketplace, where global journalists talk to media relations coordinators to generate story ideas about specific places.

Baker said international travel buyers are fairly interested in the state. “We have the sort of cowboy experience that ... is enticing,” she said.

Niche attractions get a fair amount of marketing at the event as well, although specific attractions might not have enough money to attend.

“Pow Wow is a pretty expensive endeavor, and most Nebraska attractions don’t have a budget like Disney World,” Baker said. The division spends about $4,000 to send Baker and Bohaty to Pow Wow.

Baker said the Division of Travel and Tourism promotes niche attractions on their behalf. “We make it our job to do that leg work for them,” Baker said.

The state assistance can only go so far, however. Attractions have to advertise for themselves. “We cannot ... open up doors,” Christian Hornbaker, director of the Division of Travel and Tourism, said. “If we allow it for one person, the whole state wants to know, ‘What about me?’”

