
Notes
After I began reporting this story, I pitched the story for A1 
to the sports editor. He agreed. He then made a claim for A1 
to the rest of the editors based on my argument. They also 
agreed, and the story of this factory and its workers splashed 
onto A1 the Monday before the College World Series nation-
al championship series.

BY JONATHON BRADEN
WORLD-HERALD STAFF WRITER

The 10 men and women who work on Frank 
Pankowski’s crew are far from famous. 

But when a College World Series team is crowned 
champion this week, the eyes of the college sports 
world will be on their craftsmanship.

In a nondescript factory a few blocks from Inter-
state 80 in southwest Omaha, these workers are 
now creating every NCAA trophy presented year-
round, from Division III women’s ice hockey to 
the CWS.

“The NCAA sponsors 88 championships,” said 
Mike Johnson, rough mill manager at Midwest 
Trophy Manufacturing. “And we provide trophies 
for all 88.”

Altogether, the company’s Omaha factory makes 
the NCAA’s 400 team trophies and almost 15,000 
individual trophies.

“Omaha is so proud of the College World Se-
ries,” Johnson said, “and nobody knows that the 
trophies are getting made here now.”

The smell of wood filled the air and sawdust 
covered the floor late last week in the small fac-
tory near 67th and F Streets. Stacks of lumber 
rested on metal shelves. Wood-cutting machinery 
buzzed continually.

Al Vasiliauskas, 59, fed long, thin pieces of wood 
into a machine that forms them into picture frame 
edges.

About 30 years ago, this factory produced about 
42,000 9-by-12 frames a year, said Pankowski, 
the location manager. The company - then under 
different ownership - supplied businesses that 
handed out certificates and photographs for em-
ployee recognition awards.

Now, it’s lucky to get orders for 500.

In April 2007, Midwest Trophy Manufacturing, 
headquartered in Del City, Okla., signed a five-
year, $2 million contract with the NCAA.
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The contract has salvaged the factory’s slacking demand. Companies want cameras and computers these days instead of 
trophies and plaques, Pankowski said.

“Fortunately, the NCAA wanted a wooden trophy,” he said, “and we were here to provide it.”

Once the trophy wood - maple - was ready for sealing, staining and lacquering, Dee Ebeltoft took over, rolling a wheeled 
table of wood to her work area. On Friday, Ebeltoft was teaching Alma Denton, a temporary employee, how to add a coat 
of sealer to the risers, or edges, of the individual trophies.

“Use the same speed,” Ebeltoft told Denton. “Don’t slow down or go fast.”

The risers were stacked on a pole similar to a paper towel holder. Denton twisted the pole as she aimed a spray hose at the 
wood.

It took the crew about two weeks to make the eight team trophies and almost 340 individual trophies for the College 
World Series.

Making a team trophy involves at least 112 steps, Pankowski said. Individual trophies take 73.

The factory has changed hands over the years. Opened in 1958 by Craft Guild, it was sold to Jostens in 1969 and to Mid-
west Trophy in 1993.

The way the work is done has been altered, too.

Twenty to 30 years ago, three shifts of 60 people worked on an assembly line. Now, all the members of the small crew 
perform multiple tasks.

The company has made everything from clocks to plaques to trophies for companies ranging from General Electric to 
McDonald’s to Union Pacific.

“Just about anybody in the country that’s had a recognition awards program,” Pankowski said, “we’ve made stuff for 
them.”

In the assembly room, Charley Trout, who has worked here since 1975, and temp Elma Semmons were whistling away as 
they packaged and labeled individual trophies for Division I women’s basketball.

“Getting close to the end, Elma,” Trout said.

“I see that,” Semmons replied.

“I don’t think I’ll make it before break, though,” Trout said.

“I know I won’t. That’s OK. I’m not going anywhere.”

For each smaller trophy, Trout cleaned the glass, placed the risers, set the base of the trophy and put a block of wood in 
between to stabilize the risers. Then he screwed the trophy together. After removing the wood block, he wiped down the 
glass again and used an air hose for the final cleaning.

In his 33 years at the factory, Trout has earned some bragging rights. He helped make the extra-large box that holds Wil-
liam “The Refrigerator” Perry’s extra-large Chicago Bears Super Bowl XX ring and the 2004 World Series Championship 
ring boxes for the Boston Red Sox.

He also helped make the base that holds the pen and ring given to the Washington Redskins for Super Bowl XVII.



After Trout and Semmons finished packaging the basketball trophies, they started wrapping wooden plaques in newspaper, 
preparing them for shipping. Trout warned Semmons to steer clear of paper with colored ink, which could stain the wood.

“Got to be black-and-white, not colored,” Trout told her. “Don’t make the same mistake I did when I started in 1975.”

This summer, the crew will concentrate on fall sports trophies almost exclusively. They hope to stay ahead of the pace so 
that when they need to make the 8,000-plus trophies for winter sports, they’re not working 15-hour days, which is what 
happened last year.

Employees say they feel proud when they see players hoist up their trophies in celebration.

“To see something you made, and it’s in the national limelight, it makes you feel good,” Pankowski said. “Even my family 
members get excited when they see it.”

They’ll be especially proud every year when June rolls around.

As Vasiliauskas said:

“’College World Series: Made in Omaha.’ That sounds good, doesn’t it?”

• Contact the writer: 444-1138, jonathon.braden@owh.com


