
     I was introduced to Howard Juhl in the early 1980s by one of our Prairie Plains 

founders, Hal Nagel, then a professor at Kearney State College.  A few years before, 

Howard had stopped in on Hal while looking around for an organization to which he 

could donate his Buffalo County land.  I went out to meet with Howard on his 

property, located in Nebraska’s central loess hills northwest of Riverdale. There were 

two adjoining quarter sections, 320 acres, which included a native hay meadow and 

native rangeland, dryland wheat and irrigated cropland.  A small herd of bison 

occupied the rougher east quarter section.  The woven wire bison fence was decorated 

with garage sale paraphernalia; one prominent hillside in the hay meadow showcased 

a hay wheel sculpture; a ship anchor chain with Lilliston cultivator wheels attached 

created a unique cattle scratcher in another spot.  As we walked the land, Howard 

told me family stories and shared his opinions on a variety of topics while I tried to 

contain my excitement.  At the end of our chat, I told Howard that Prairie Plains - then 

just two years old - was interested in the property. 

     The next time I saw Howard was in May, 1983, when I was helping Hal burn 

Cather Prairie near Red Cloud.  Hal had invited Howard and a friend of his to the burn, 

and he drove a considerable distance in his old Dodge van.  After the fire I invited him to come to Aurora during his Nebraska 

visit from Los Angeles.  It would be a good opportunity to meet my father, Charles, to get some ideas on how to transfer his 

land.  We agreed to meet the following week at the law office.  Howard enjoyed meeting Dad, another World War II Navy 

man who served in the Pacific theater.  He had been given a good reference by another Aurora Navy man, Gar Eckerson, a 

fellow Pearl Harbor Survivor and husband of ardent Prairie Plains supporter and volunteer, Gloria Eckerson.  Gar and Howard 

knew each other from Pearl Harbor commemorative gatherings over the years.  After 

getting to know each other and swapping some stories of the depression and Navy 

years, Dad and Howard agreed on a legal strategy whereby Howard would sign the deed 

to the Buffalo County land to Prairie Plains and retain the use and management responsibility 

for another five years.  In November, Dad 

and I met at Hal Nagel’s home in Kearney 

and signed the papers.  Howard dedicated 

the land as the Pearl Harbor Survivors 

Preserve. 

     That November trip was significant in 

another way.  Howard wanted to plant 17 

acres of wheat ground to prairie and had 

me order some seed.  I delivered the seed 

that I’d purchased from Stock Seed Farm 

in Murdock; I also gave him a grocery sack 

of hand-picked forb seed from Hamilton 

County.  After our meeting, Howard drove 

around in his van on the green fall wheat 

field, scattering seed out the window.  The 

following summer the wheat was harvested 

as usual, and weeds flourished like they 

do in every new grass planting.  I withheld judgment on the success of the planting and 

its rather unorthodox seeding method.  The ensuing years proved that a little seed can go a 

long way, and that haphazard distribution of seed in a higher diversity mix is not an issue.  

This small planting set the stage for prairie restoration techniques we developed in the 

1990s.  Howard was rightly proud of his work.  From the short time I was with him, seeing him on his land with its decorated 

fence, steel sculptures and bison, and how he did the planting, I learned volumes about his character.   
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Guadalcanal Memorial Prairie (Sioux 

County Ranch) - June, 2000. Two 

figures appear in the midst of the 

undulating landscape, engaged in 

conversation - Howard Juhl and 

Wayne Mollhoff. 

Throughout his life, Howard dabbled in 

stained glass window making, woodworking, 

furniture building and sculpting.  He began 

oil painting in his forties.  Photo courtesy 

Howard’s daughter, Mary Juhl. 

Howard at the ranch - June, 2000. 

courtesy Mary Juhl 

Mike Bullerman 

Bill Whitney 



     An independent thinker, Howard said and did what he wanted 

to.  His loyalties were strong, and he had a tender side not always 

perceived by those who judge the surface of things. 

     In 1987 Howard purchased a 200-gallon FMC Corporation Bean 

high pressure pumper/sprayer for Prairie Plains and salvaged a trailer for 

us to haul it on.  Bean sprayer units are excellent prescribed burning 

tools and we were fortunate to have it.  Dubbed “Nellie,” this pumper 

was instrumental in establishing safe field protocols for grassland burning 

– much of it at Pearl Harbor Survivors, Bader Park and Lincoln Creek 

sites.  It also enabled us to help local Platte River bluff landowners 

including Curt Carlson and Mert Griffith with burning their cedar trees.  

And, thanks to Nellie, we were able to assist The Nature Conservancy 

with their burn program when Brent Lathrop set up an office in 

Aurora.  Twenty-five years later, this machine is still an important part 

of the Prairie Plains fire equipment arsenal.  I think of Howard every 

time we use it. 
 

     Howard helped us - Hal Nagel and students, Ernie Ochsner and myself - burn a part of Pearl Harbor Survivors Preserve one 

day in 1990.  As we were getting ready to come home, Howard suggested something totally out of the ordinary.  He said that 

we should look for a ranch to buy.  He wanted to get a larger place and make another land gift to Prairie Plains.  What were we 

to think?  Well, sure!  Curt Twedt, another Prairie Plains founder, suggested a person he knew to contact, which we did.  That 

led to Howard’s finding a 4400-acre ranch on the upper Niobrara River in Sioux County, Nebraska’s farthest northwest 

county. The ranch captivated him and he became acquainted with the owner, Martin “Fuzz” Marshall.  Howard bought the 

land in 1992, and transferred it to Prairie Plains in 1993, dedicating it as the Guadalcanal Memorial Prairie.   
 

     Howard drove back from Los Angeles, where he’d enjoyed a very successful career as a plumber and rental property owner, 

to the ranch and Buffalo County about twice a year.  He really fell in love with the ranch, the people and Harrison, donating to 

the local historical society and rural fire district.  Prairie Plains began its annual June Ranch Trek - a weekend for members and 

friends to enjoy the high plains wildlife and scenery together - in 1995.  Howard was surprised that we could get anyone 

to come that far.  He would have been surprised then to know that it would be a strong tradition these 17 years later. 
 

     Howard Juhl's life, like that of so many other World War II veterans and their families, was conditioned by the depression of 

the 1930s and the war experience. He left the farm toil of central Nebraska near the end of the drought years, joined the Navy 

to see the world, only to end up as a participant in some of the most historic and tragic events of the time.  He never lost the 

sense of thrift learned during the depression, nor his attachment to the 

Nebraska land and family he left as a teenager.  He spent the rest of his life 

after the war in California with the intent of eventually giving something 

back.  He chose to give prairie land out of his depth of attachment and 

appreciation for its beauty and wildness.  I can attest to witnessing him taking 

a quick, audible breath as he looked over the Niobrara Valley as the buttes 

created long, raking shadows against the brilliance of a June sunset, saying, 

“How magnificent!” whether anyone was listening or not.  He also valued 

the farming and ranching of these lands and wanted that continued.   
 

     Howard will be remembered by me personally, and in the annals of 

 Prairie Plains Resource Institute, as one of the first to believe in our mission 

and a key figure in our development.  He was recognized in 2006 as the 

Charles L. Whitney Outstanding Service award recipient.  Our job now is to 

honor Howard’s gifts of land by using them in ways that protect their natural 

treasures, and that offer enjoyable and educational experiences. In doing so, 

we will keep and share his story. 

The USS California, December 7, 1941, Pearl Harbor.  

Howard Juhl was there in the water, diving down 

to rescue trapped sailors below deck.  Photo courtesy 

Howard’s daughter, Mary Juhl. 

Above, Howard at the Pearl Harbor Survivors 

Prairie, 1990;  below, examples of his fence 

embellishments and his wheel sculpture at the 

entrance to the Sioux County Ranch. 
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