C R O S S R O A D S   R E P O R T

By Kent Brunette

From The Pages Of The October 4, 2006
Hearne Democrat Newspaper
The Hearne Chamber of Commerce and Roll Call: Friends Of Camp Hearne cordially invite Camp Hearne enthusiasts, chamber members, and chamber supporters to attend the grand opening of the Camp Hearne Exhibit at the Chamber building at 304 South Market Street from 10 AM until 2 PM on Saturday, October 7, 2006.  Guests are welcome to come and go to this informal affair as they wish.  Soft drinks and snacks will be served throughout the event.

At high noon, Cathy Lazarus, chair of Roll Call, will introduce Congressman Chet Edwards, who sponsored a $250,000 direct federal appropriation in the U.S. House of Representatives to build a Camp Hearne visitor center at the camp site just outside of Hearne.  Lazarus will also introduce Texas A&M professors Dr. Michael Waters and Dr. Arnold Krammer who have researched and written books on Camp Hearne and other POW Camps.  

While remarks will be brief, Edwards, Lazarus, Waters, and Krammer will be on hand to answer questions and discuss the camp informally.  Copies of Dr. Waters’ and Dr. Krammer’s books will also be available for sale and autographing.

Invited guests include other federal and state elected officials, Texas Historical Commission officials, Robertson County and City of Hearne officials, central Texas television and newspaper reporters.

The Camp Hearne Exhibit is Robertson County’s first heritage tourism destination to open to the public.

The City of Hearne and Texas Department of Transportation will soon begin construction on Hearne’s turn-of-the-century, arrow-shaped railroad depot.  A new building contractor should be selected around the first of next year with work beginning shortly thereafter.  

Lots of work has already been done on clearing parts of Camp Hearne to make way for the visitor center which will soon be created at the site.  

At some point in the foreseeable future, the Hearne Depot Museum and the Camp Hearne Visitors Center off of FM 485 will both be open and receiving visitors.

The Camp Hearne Exhibit at the Chamber is a visual representation of some of the information found in Dr. Waters’ book “Lone Star Stalag: German Prisoners Of War At Camp Hearne.”  Large wall boards with pictures and inscriptions tell the Camp Hearne story.  Display cases exhibit artifacts Dr. Waters and his students unearthed at the site.  These items are now part of Texas A&M’s Camp Hearne Collection.  

Lots of additional interesting items have been donated by local residents and others with an interest in helping preserve Camp Hearne.  Since an official exhibit has now been created and a visitors center is in the works, it is hoped that additional Camp Hearne items will be donated for safe keeping.

Almost two years ago, Dr. Waters, Roll Call, the Hearne Chamber, and the Brazos Valley Museum of Natural History in Bryan started collaborating on the creation of a Camp Hearne Exhibit.  After it was completed, this exhibit enjoyed a nine-month run at the Brazos Valley Museum.  

In recent weeks, two Texas A&M graduate students, Katy Lane and Michael Clement, have been working feverishly bringing Camp Hearne items from Bryan-College Station to Hearne.  After sorting through items at Dr. Waters’ Texas A&M University lab, bubble-wrapping and carefully packing items, and making multiple trips to Hearne, this student pair has unwrapped artifacts and strategically positioned them in a variety of display cases at the Chamber.

The ultimate plan has always been to bring this exhibit to a permanent home in Hearne.  From the earth-toned floor tiles evocative of the African Desert to the khaki-colored walls to the 1940’s era streetlights to the large Mahogany display cabinets from old Hearne retail establishments, the Chamber building was specially redesigned, renovated, and furnished to host this important local exhibit.

Hearne Hall, the chamber’s main reception area, houses the Camp Hearne Exhibit.  The chamber director’s office contains walls full of framed old Hearne photographs.  Many of these are from the 1940s. 

The goal is to show what was happening out at the Camp in one room and to display information about what was happening in Hearne in the adjoining room.  While visitors are looking at these items, they will be listening to a CD recording entitled “Words and Music of WWII”.  This audio feature gives visitors an idea of what was happening in the rest of the world during the war.

Another room, the chamber conference room, showcases materials relating to Hearne, railroads in central Texas, and the Hearne Depot.  Displayed items will likely be donated to the depot when its historic building is ready for occupancy.

Several unique paintings and drawings of the depot are displayed.  An old telephone/telegraph pole with different colored glass insulators on it dominates the room.  The vintage City Café neon sign rests on its side along one wall.

A couple of antique railroad lanterns are shown alongside a plat of the original landowners in New Baden, a small town whose very existence was facilitated by the International & Great Northern Railroad which passed through Robertson County in an east-west direction.  It is hoped that architectural drawings for the Hearne Depot and Smith-Welch Memorial Library building can be printed from the U.S. Library of Congress’s Historic American Buildings’ Survey and displayed.

An 11 x 17 inch binder features 36 Sanborn Fire Insurance Maps of Hearne from 1885 through 1941.  Curiosity seekers can view the outlines of residential, commercial, church, and civic structures which formerly graced locations throughout Hearne.  The routes of long vanished railroad spurs, which were found throughout downtown Hearne, are clearly visible.  These maps also show the disappearance of structures on a whole city block (bounded by Market, Magnolia, Third, and Fourth Streets) in a turn-of-the-century fire.

Many of the conference room items are displayed in an eight foot by eight foot Mahogany case purchased with a financial contribution from the Robertson County Historical Commission.  Sometime after Saturday’s grand opening, this cabinet will be removed from the building, painstakingly refinished, and returned to its permanent home at the chamber.  This cabinet is identical to one in Hearne Hall which has already been restored.  It should be noted that most of the building’s antique and other furnishings have been donated or loaned to the chamber.

For Saturday’s event, the chamber conference room has been set-up as a dining area.  The Heartfield-Ritter owned lot next door, which Ronnie and Paula Ritter graciously allow the chamber to use free-of-charge, will be turned into a tent city of sorts.

A Heartfield-Ritter tent will cover an al fresco dining area.

Robertson County EMS plans to pitch two mobile hospital tents which were recently obtained through a federal grant.  In the event of a local emergency, hospital and other services could be provided in these state-of-the-art, climate-controlled tents.  On Saturday, one of these tents will be outfitted as a hospital for display purposes.  The other will be used for additional visitor seating.

To avoid the fairly large expected crowd, visitors might wish to come early.  A ten-year Hearne High School class reunion from the 1960s will be in town this weekend.  A group of 200 to 250 current and former Hearnites is expected to start gathering at the Camp Hearne Exhibit about noon.

This alumni group has made special arrangements for the Dixie Café to cater its noon meal in the parking lot next to the chamber.  The chamber will serve snacks and beverages to the other people attending the Camp Hearne Exhibit grand opening.  All food and beverages will be served from an open area behind the tents at the back of CarQuest.

The best parking areas should be on Magnolia, Second, and Third Streets.  The alley behind the Chamber, Car Quest, and Heartfield-Ritter will be closed during the event (except for CarQuest delivery trucks and customers loading purchased items).

Countless hours, including many late nights and weekends, have been devoted to pulling these exhibits together.  Come see for yourself all of the work that’s been done to showcase Hearne’s rich cultural heritage.  See why lots of folks are calling this addition to Hearne “a class act.”
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