
October 3, 2007

Dear Friend:

I am writing to inform you of the status of park operations, upcoming special activities and enhanced programs at Washita Battlefield National Historic Site.  As many of you know, we held our “Ribbon Cutting for the Grand Opening” of the visitor center on April 20, 2007.  The event coincided and was coordinated with the town of Cheyenne’s Oklahoma Centennial Celebration & Old Settler’s Reunion celebration.  Unfortunately, the move into the building did not occur as soon after the ribbon cutting ceremonies as we hoped.  We have only recently completed the task of moving and are still unpacking in the office spaces.  The USDA Black Kettle National Grassland operation is expecting to move into their administrative offices of the new building sometime this fall.
At the time of issuing invitations for the ribbon cutting event last spring, we had identified that we were planning a November 17, 2007, Grand Opening of Exhibits event.  The event was to recognize the installation of the permanent exhibits.  With that date looming in the near future, many of you have contacted us expressing your plans on attending – with several of you traveling from many states away.  It is for that reason that I want to provide this update so that you will know what to expect so that you may plan your travels accordingly.  With the delayed move into the facility and some features of the building yet to be installed, the complete installation of the permanent exhibits will be postponed until sometime after November 17.  
With that in mind, we have determined that we can not do justice to a large scale “Grand Opening” at this time. That is not precluding us, however, from presenting special activities and enhanced programs on November 17.   We are just adjusting the focus to that of the park’s second annual kick-off of the National History Day contest.  An educational program will be provided to area students on Friday, November 16.  Special activities and programs will be presented on Saturday, November 17 for all park visitors to enjoy throughout the day at the new visitor center.  The full schedule of special activities and enhanced programming available during November 17 is being finalized.  There will be activities for kids and presentations by authors, along with hands-on demonstrations in various mediums.  We hope to have some of last year’s history day participants able to repeat their presentations to inspire other students to participate this year but we have yet to confirm this particular activity.  Individuals will be available for questions and to lend their talents to telling the broad story of Washita and how the dynamics of today relate to the events that occurred before our time.  
Annually, we expect to kick-off the park’s involvement in the national history contest each fall; with the regional, state and national competition of history day concluding in April, May and June respectively.  The theme for the 2008 national competition is “Conflict and Compromise in History.”  While students may select any point in time or subject of history for the competition, the park’s involvement in the history day contest is intended to recognize those individuals who fought or died along the banks of the Washita River on November 27, 1868.  Last year, Peace Chief Black Kettle was emphasized in our ceremonies and activities.    This year’s emphasis will be placed on          Major Joel Elliott.  

If you are not familiar with the National History Day, it is a nationally recognized competition for middle-and high-school aged students.  The competition includes exhibits, documentaries and performance art.  It allows a wonderful opportunity for students to learn more about history and may even provide opportunities to learn more about their own family history.  Area schools and students can enter in regional competition.  Regional winners move on to state competition and are judged for entry into the national competition.  It’s a great way for students to learn and the park’s involvement supports opportunities for students to interact with people such as their elders, statesmen, actors or storytellers, documentary film makers, historians, and/or authors. Questions from visitors allow students to hone skills and their entries for the contest.

Reflective of the park’s involvement with history day activities last year, we anticipate doing a little something extra in the spring that helps spotlight students whose entries are specific to the history related to the Washita attack or which represents history that is tied to the aftermath of the attack.  This spring activity will likely occur around National Park Week, which typically occurs in late April each year.  
On August 25, 2007 the United States flag was flown at the new visitor center building for the first time to welcome all who enter its doors – albeit with some temporary exhibits and displays in place.  But then again, the displays – and even the “permanent” exhibits – are designed to allow for an ever growing story to be told from the halls of the new facility and commemorate the history tied to the events that occurred on November 27, 1868.  Even with the not-quite-complete nature of the furnishings, I am pleased to report that I’ve actually heard people gasp in delight as they enter through the doors of the grand gallery of the visitor center with the view of the Washita River Valley. Even on inclement weather days park staff can provide interpretive programs from the building while viewing the landscape that holds the history of Washita Battlefield National Historic Site.  

We encourage you to attend the collection of programs and to visit the historic site at anytime.  The visitor center is now open seven days a week from 8:00 am to 5:00 pm year round, except for November 22, 2007 (Thanksgiving), December 25, and January 1.  The half hour park orientation film, Destiny at Dawn: Loss and Victory on the Washita, is available for viewing.  The building is fully accessible throughout, with an elevator to assist in getting between floors of the split level structure.  Our partnership with Western National Parks Association has expanded the bookstore sales outlet into a literary delight, with notable additions of items for children and expanded perspectives of the pre- and post-history related to the November 27, 1868, attack.

We have only just begun with what is possible at this site.  Information is being updated and posted on the park’s website at www.nps.gov/waba. By the end of October, the new mailing address will be: Washita Battlefield National Historic Site, Rt. 1 Box 55A, Cheyenne, OK  73628-9725.  The phone number remains the same: 580-497-2742.  We hope to see you soon!  
Sincerely,

/s/ Wendy Lauritzen

Superintendent

