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The thousands of grade-school stu-
dents who toured the Sarpy County 
Museum in recent years are one end of 
the story. Young and at the beginning 
of their lives, their curiosity about who 
and what came before them provides a 
striking contrast with the ancient, frag-
ile newspapers being digitized in the 
back room.

These crumbling chronicles of by-
gone decades, reaching back to the 
1800s, represent the other end of the 
story. 

They tell of the people and the 
long-ago events that shaped the Sarpy 
County these children know. 

They describe the daily doings of the 
great- and even great-great-grandpar-
ents whose labors tamed the land and 
laid the roads, of who visited whose 
home, who was home on leave from 
some now-long-forgotten Army post, 
who was getting married and whose 
family had just increased by one. Dig-
itization, a task the museum has taken 
upon itself, will preserve these records 
forever.

Sarpy County newspaper photos, 
too, are being preserved, with 460,895 
digitized since 2013, about 60 percent 
of the total.

The old building at 2402 Clay St., 
where Sarpy County’s ongoing story is 
preserved, is busy these days.

Word is spreading across the social 
media universe the Sarpy County Mu-
seum is humming along and eager to 
receive artifacts. And those artifacts 
are coming in, often provided by peo-
ple with Sarpy County roots who long 
since moved away. Programs are alive 
and well. 

The latest tour of historic downtown 
Papillion was expected to draw 30 peo-
ple; it drew more than 100. Tours of 
Bellevue Cemetery, where some of the 
county’s most famous names are bur-
ied, have become an annual draw.

The museum’s Sunday Series, when 
speakers address historical subjects, 
consistently draw standing-room-only 
crowds. 

Fundraisers such as the annual ga-
rage sale, the pie and ice cream social, 
and the fall banquet with its amusing 
historical theme boost the museum’s 
shoestring budget and even allow such 
periodic acquisitions as the Union Pa-
cific caboose.

The museum’s corps of volunteers is 
stronger than ever and the confidence
the Sarpy County community has in the 
museum is reflected by local chambers
of commerce, which do not hesitate to 
consult it for historical information.

The museum is alive and well, an 
integral part of Sarpy County’s civic 
constellation and an iconic part of Olde 
Towne Bellevue. 

It is busy, active and striving to em-
brace the entire county from Bellevue 
in the east to Gretna in the west. It is 
becoming what its board of directors 
hoped it would become when, nine 
years ago, they hired a young man 
from Chicago to take the reins from the 
late Gary Iske and become the new ex-
ecutive director.

He knew little of Sarpy County back 
then, but as even knowledgeable peo-
ple will testify, there is not much he 
doesn’t know today.

He assumed leadership of the mu-
seum during a critical transition and 
through a display of creative energy 
and great good nature led this deeply 
valued Bellevue and Sarpy County in-
stitution to drier and higher ground.

For this outstanding service pre-
serving the story of Sarpy County, the 
Bellevue Leader today names Ben Just-
man its Person of the Year for 2018.

• • •
Ben Justman was an unlikely candi-

date for the Sarpy County Museum’s 
top job. There were 27 applicants when 
the board of directors sought a new di-

rector in 2010. A chief concern was that 
the new director live in Sarpy County, 
be from Sarpy County or at least be 
well grounded in Sarpy County histo-
ry. Justman met none of these criteria.
“We had it narrowed down to five

people, all of whom met that standard,” 
said Linda Iske, who was a member 
of the selection committee. “Then we 
spoke to Ben on the phone and were so 
impressed with his education and his 
experience at other museums.”

A conference call followed and Just-
man, who holds a Master of Arts de-
gree in history from Western Illinois 
University in Macomb, Ill.; a bachelor’s 
from Central College in Pella, Iowa; 
and a certification in museum studies
from Northwestern University in Chi-
cago, agreed to come to Bellevue for a 
face-to-face interview. He impressed 
the board enough to be offered the job 
the same day.

Nine years later, Brenda Carlisle, 
president of the museum’s board of di-
rectors and a member of the committee 
that interviewed Justman, feels pretty 
good about his hiring.

“One of our goals was to get the 
museum’s name out into the different 
communities, and part of that was to 
increase the number of schools visit-
ing the museum,” she said. “He has 
accomplished both of those by speak-
ing to different organizations. We’ve 
had groups coming in from Gretna and 
Springfield. He’s accomplishing the
goals that were set out for him.”

Duane Safarik, president of the 
Greater Bellevue Area Chamber of 
Commerce and a member of the muse-
um’s board of directors, said Justman’s 
deep knowledge of Sarpy County and 
its history is testimony to how com-
pletely he has embraced the commu-
nity.

“He’s just a book of knowledge,” 
Safarik said. “He knows the facility 
and the artifacts inside and out — ev-
erything that he’s got in there, even the 
items that aren’t displayed.

“He’s constantly reaching out for ar-
tifact donations and we’re getting a lot 
of out-of-state stuff from people who 
used to live here, longtime families.”

Along the way, Safarik said Justman 
has become a trusted source of histori-
cal information, both for business-ori-
ented organizations like the chamber 
but also for the Papillion Historical 
Society and the Papillion Community 
Foundation, both of which, he said, 
turn to Justman to verify information.

“He’s the go-to person,” Safarik 
said.
Like most nonprofit museums,

fundraising is a critical activity and 
volunteers an indispensable commod-
ity. On both those fronts, Iske said Just-
man has proved a strong leader.

“He has boosted the volunteer corps 
dramatically,” she said, citing in partic-
ular volunteers who have signed up for 
the years-long and often tedious task 
of digitizing Sarpy County newspa-
pers, and their photographic negatives 

reaching back to the 19th century.
Digitizing tens of thousands of 

news pages and a million photographs 
from the several newspapers that have 
served Sarpy County over past 100-
plus years, is a task that Justman did 
not have to take on.

But a good historian is hard to dis-
courage.

“A lot of the older (photographs) 
from the 1960s and before were not 
saved,” he told the Bellevue Leader in 
2013. “We couldn’t let this history slip 
through our fingers.”

It’s a commitment much appreci-
ated by Ron Petak, executive editor of 
the Bellevue Leader, who can now rest 
easy that all that history will be pre-
served.

“Ben’s efforts, along with those of 
many volunteers to preserve Sarpy 
County’s newspapers and photo nega-
tives, is invaluable,” he said. “Ben un-
derstands the importance and need to 
ensure Bellevue’s and Sarpy County’s 
history will be available to its residents 
for years and generations to come.”

As if his museum duties were not 
enough, Justman also serves as resident 
historian for the La Belle Vue chapter 
of The Questers, an international orga-
nization that scours North America for 
historic artifacts worthy of restoration 
and preservation.

Bob Jeffus, who is both a member of 
the chapter and a member of the board 
of directors of the Sarpy County Muse-
um, said Justman is a workhorse.

“Sometimes I think the amount of 
responsibility that Ben has taken on 
has been almost overwhelming,” Jeffus 
said. “The student tours of the muse-
um, the programs, the spirit of the folks 
that are involved with the museum, it’s 
all really outstanding.

“He has risen to the occasion and 
done a terrific job.”
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Ben Justman serves the 
present by preserving the past
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Sarpy County Museum Director Ben Justman poses for a photo Thursday. His work digitizing Sarpy County newspapers dating back 
to the 19th century, introducing the museum to Sarpy County schoolchildren, gathering artifacts from far and wide, developing the 
Sunday Series program of historical lectures and generally building the museum’s reputation and presence from Bellevue to Gretna, 
makes him the Bellevue Leader Person of the Year for 2018.

2018 Person of the Year

“Ben’s efforts, along with those of many volunteers to preserve Sarpy County’s 
newspapers and photo negatives, is invaluable. Ben understands the importance 
and need to ensure Bellevue’s and Sarpy County’s history will be available to its 

residents for years and generations to come.”

Ron Petak
Bellevue Leader executive editor


