


The History of Harvest Junction 

 

Long before the paved highways, truck stops, and giant distribution 
centers appeared across the Midwest, Harvest Junction was little 
more than a wide patch of prairie grass broken by a narrow river 
and a line of stubborn oak trees. Settlers first arrived in the area 
during the late 1850s, drawn by rich black soil and the promise of 
fertile farmland. At first, there was no town at all, just scattered 
farms connected by dirt wagon trails that turned into muddy 
disasters every spring. 

Everything changed when the railroad came. 

In 1871, the Midland & Western Railway announced plans to build a 
rail line across the state. Railroad surveyors spent weeks measuring 
the land, driving wooden stakes into fields, and arguing with 
farmers who didn’t want steel tracks slicing through their property. 
But the railroad won, just as railroads usually did back then. 

The line crossed directly through the center of what would 
eventually become Harvest Junction. 

At first, the stop was little more than a water tower, a loading 
platform, and a small depot office where farmers could ship grain, 
livestock, milk cans, and equipment. But within only a few years, 
businesses began appearing around the tracks. A blacksmith shop 
opened first. Then a grain elevator. Then a general store. Before 
long, houses spread outward from the depot like spokes on a 
wagon wheel. 

The railroad gave the town its name. 

Several smaller spur lines met near the depot, allowing freight cars 
from neighboring farming communities to connect to the main 
railway. Railroad workers simply referred to the area as “harvest 
junction,” because nearly everything moving through the rails 
involved crops, livestock, or farming supplies. The name stuck. 



By the early 1900s, Harvest Junction had become one of the busiest 
small agricultural rail centers in the region. During the autumn 
harvest season, the tracks were packed with boxcars waiting to be 
loaded with corn, wheat, soybeans, oats, and livestock. Steam 
engines thundered through town day and night, their whistles 
echoing across the prairie fields. 

Older residents still claimed that on quiet nights, if the wind blew 
from the west, you could almost hear those whistles again. 

The town grew slowly but steadily through the decades. Families 
stayed for generations. Some farms were passed down four or five 
times. Last names repeated everywhere, on mailboxes, storefront 
signs, cemetery stones, and school plaques. In Harvest Junction, 
nearly everybody was related to somebody.  That could be both 
good and bad. 

Neighbors helped each other during storms, floods, equipment 
breakdowns, and hard winters. But old grudges also lasted a very 
long time. Arguments over land, railroad property, inheritance, and 
business deals sometimes carried on for decades. 

The railroad remained the center of town life until the 1970s. That 
was when everything began to change. 

Large trucking companies became cheaper and faster for many 
businesses. Passenger rail service disappeared first. Then, fewer 
freight trains stopped in town. One by one, sections of track were 
abandoned. The rail yard shrank. The grain shipments slowed. 
Eventually, the old Midland & Western line ceased operations 
entirely. 

Many people believed Harvest Junction would slowly disappear 
after that. Some nearby farm towns did. But Harvest Junction 
survived. 

Part of the reason was location. The town was only fifteen miles 
from a growing city, allowing some residents to commute for work 



while still living in a quiet rural community. Another reason was 
stubbornness. Families who had lived there for generations refused 
to leave. 

The old Harvest Junction 
depot stood near the eastern 
edge of town where the main 
rail line once crossed the 
county road. Built in 1882 by 
the Midland & Western 
Railway, the depot had 
originally been much larger 
than it appeared now. Old 
photographs hanging inside the 
town library showed a busy wooden platform stretching nearly the 
length of two steam engines, crowded with farmers, travelers, milk 
cans, trunks, crates of chickens, mail sacks, and railroad workers in 
dark uniforms. 

The depot had been constructed almost entirely of local timber. 
Oak beams from nearby river bottoms formed its frame, while 
cedar shingles covered the roof. According to local stories, many 
of the original builders were local farmers who worked on 
construction crews during the winter months, when crops were 
dormant. Some families still claimed their great-great-grandfathers 
helped raise the depot walls by hand. 

For decades, the building served as the center of life in Harvest 
Junction. Passenger trains stopped there twice daily during the 
early years. Children gathered near the tracks to watch steam 
engines thunder past while adults exchanged news on the 
platform. The telegraph office inside the depot became the town’s 
fastest connection to the outside world. Grain contracts, livestock 
prices, weather warnings, and even wartime news all arrived 
through clicking telegraph keys operated by station agents who 
were treated almost like celebrities in town. 



But the depot has changed over the years. When passenger rail 
service ended in the 1950s, portions of the waiting room were 
converted into freight offices. Later, one section became a storage 
room for farm supplies. During the 1960s, a local feed company 
briefly rented part of the building. In the early 1970s, after the 
railroad itself shut down operations, the depot sat empty for 
nearly five years. 

That was when the town began trying to save it. Over the next 
several decades, one idea after another failed. A group of retired 
railroad enthusiasts once proposed turning the depot into a 
railroad museum but fundraising stalled after only a few months. 
During the 1980s, the building briefly reopened as a seasonal 
farmers’ market office connected to Festival Park. In the early 
1990s, somebody attempted to convert it into a small diner called 
“The Junction Café,” but the business lasted less than a year. 

At one point, part of the depot even served as storage for carnival 
equipment from nearby Trainland. That arrangement ended after 
several unexplained break-ins. 

In 2004, the town received a historic preservation grant to 
completely refurbish the structure. Contractors replaced portions 
of the roof and repaired several support beams, but the project 
was never completed. Some residents claimed the money ran out. 
Others believed that town officials argued so much that the entire 
project collapsed. 

Since then, the depot had slowly surrendered to time. Tall prairie 
grass surrounded the old tracks. Paint peeled from the wooden 
siding in long curling strips. Several windows were cracked or 
boarded shut. One side door hung slightly crooked on rusted 
hinges, creaking loudly whenever strong prairie winds swept across 
town. 

Yet despite its condition, people still paid attention to the depot. 



Teenagers sometimes dared each other to sneak inside after dark. 
Older residents occasionally claimed that lights flickered in the 
building late at night, even though no electricity was officially 
working there anymore. A few people swore they heard telegraph 
clicking sounds coming from inside during storms. 

Most dismissed those stories as imagination. Still, almost everyone 
in Harvest Junction agreed on one thing: The depot felt alive. 

And then there was Festival Park. 

In the early 1980s, town leaders transformed an unused section of 
railroad property north of downtown into a large public gathering 
area. What began as a simple picnic ground slowly expanded into 
Harvest Junction Festival Park, a place for county fairs, concerts, 
summer markets, railroad history days, antique tractor shows, and 
Fourth of July celebrations. For a while, the park helped breathe 
new life into the town. 

Right next to the park stood something even more unusual. 
Trainland. 

Originally opened during the mid-1950s, Trainland had once been a 
small railroad-themed amusement park built by a wealthy 
businessman obsessed with trains. The park featured miniature 
railroads, train rides, carnival attractions, arcade games, and strange 
exhibits connected to railroad history. Families traveled from 
several states away to visit during its peak years.  

But by the mid-1980s, Trainland had suddenly closed, with little 
explanation. Some blamed financial problems. Others blamed 
accidents. A few older residents whispered stranger stories. 



For decades afterward, the park sat abandoned behind rusting 
fences and faded warning signs. Trees grew through cracked 
sidewalks. Old rides creaked in the wind. Broken lights hung from 
empty buildings. Teenagers dared each other to sneak inside at 
night, though many came running back out claiming they heard 
whistles, voices, or moving trains where no trains existed anymore. 
Most adults dismissed those stories. Mostly. 

Then everything changed again. A private investor purchased the 
entire Trainland property and announced a massive restoration 
project costing millions of dollars. Construction crews arrived 
almost overnight. Fences went up. Old rides disappeared. Rumors 
spread faster than facts. 

Some people believed the reopening would save Harvest Junction. 
Others feared it would change the town forever. 

 



For the two boys named Taylor and Tanner, the abandoned depot 
would eventually become far more than just another forgotten 
railroad relic. Hidden inside its aging walls were secrets, old 
records, missing items, strange markings, and mysteries connected 
not only to Harvest Junction’s past, but perhaps to Trainland itself. 

The reopening of Trainland would become the beginning of 
mysteries far stranger than anyone in Harvest Junction expected. 

 

 

The Time Travel Twist 

In “The Mysteries of Harvest Junction,” possibilities are endless.  
So, thanks to the wonders of time travel, Tanner and Tyler find 
themselves in “The Last Night of Trainland.”  Solving the mystery, 
Trainland does not close, and it becomes a key feature of several 
mysteries.  Then again, is Trainland open – or closed?  Maybe this is 
another mystery for Tanner and Tyler to solve.  Tyler has a theory! 


