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student news 
Find more stories focused 
on students in this week’s 
sports section. B4

Rallying around 
Birchwood community, 
school coming to aid of 
Ukrainian student. a3

season begins 
After two-week delay,  
Rice Lake Speedway holds 
season opener. B1
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BY  MICHeLLe Jensen
mjensen@chronotype.com

Before taking off for a 
ride on a sunny May day, 
motorcyclists who belong 
to ABATE of Wisconsin, 
a motorcycle rights and 
safety organization, lined 
South Main Street in Rice 
Lake to let motorists know 
it’s time to keep their eyes 
peeled for motorcycles.

BY  sHannOn GReen
State Bar of Wisconsin

Called “one of the most 
efficient and forward-think-
ing judges in the state,” Judge 
James C. Babler is also the 
go-to person when there’s a 
problem with technology at 
Barron County Circuit Court. 
That means this three-judge, 
rural county courthouse stays 
at the cutting edge of technol-
ogy.

“I’m the tech guy at the 
courthouse. I am really inter-
ested in technology,” Babler 
said.

As a result, Barron County 
never missed a beat on the 
shift to a virtual courtroom 
in March 2020 due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic.
“He put Barron County in a 

position to be a leader through-
out this difficult time,” said 
Bayfield County Circuit Court 
Judge John Anderson.

And being a whiz at tech-
nology isn’t the only reason 
people turn to him. “Many 
judges turn to him for advice, 
including me,” said An-
derson, especially for evi-
dence-based court practices 
and treatment courts. “Judge 
Babler was a key figure in 
Barron County in implement-
ing such strategies.”

When a justice calls
Babler is the recipient of 

the Judge of the Year Award 

from the State Bar of Wis-
consin Bench and Bar Com-
mittee. The award recognizes 
an outstanding circuit court 

judge who has improved the 
judicial system during the past 
year by his or her leadership 
in advancing the quality of 
justice, judicial education, or 
innovative programs.

The road to Barron County
Raised in Portage, Babler 

was inspired at a young 
age by a 1960s television 
show, “The Defenders,” to 
become a criminal defense 
lawyer. After he completed 
his undergraduate degree 
at UW-Madison in politi-
cal science, he went to the 
University of Wisconsin Law 
School, and never wavered 
from pursuing criminal law. 
“Halfway through my first 
semester, I decided to be a 
prosecutor,” he said.
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The Lentz Steam Engine currently sta-
tioned at Stout-Knapp Park in Rice Lake 
will soon be chugging down the road to a 
new home at Hungry Hollow Steam and 
Gas Engine Club grounds.

According to a Barron County news 
release, the engine has been residing next 
to the dam since the 1990s after being 
restored by several local steam engine 
enthusiasts.

By happenstance, Kevin Jacobson of 
the Rotary Club got to talking with Tyler 
Gruetzmacher, Barron County’s dam co-
ordinator, when the Rotarian was scoping 
out the county park to find a site to locate 

a new trail sign.
Gruetzmacher told Jacobson the engine 

and overhead should be moved because 
it’s located where crews would need to 
set up heavy equipment should the dam 
fail.

Jacobson made a few phone calls and 
set the engine’s move in motion. He con-
tacted the Hungry Hollow Steam and Gas 
Engine Club to find out if they would give 
the engine a new home.

“We’d love to have it,” Jacobson report-
ed they said.

Volunteers from the club began dis-
mantling the roof structure last week 
because they want it for sheltering the 
engine once it gets to the the Hungry 
Hollow grounds.

From 1946 to 1976, the 1925 engine 
powered the American Excelsior plant 
in Rice Lake. The company is happy it’s 
going to a new home and will help pay for 
the foundation. Northwest Builders plans 
to donate the crane to move the 16 ton 
engine.

“So there’s no cost to the city, no cost to 
the county,” Jacobson said. “The Hungry 
Hollow people are getting this great new 
steam engine, which actually is a pretty 
rare one, and everybody’s happy.”

The exact time and day of the engine’s 
move is yet unknown, but Hungry Hollow 
plans to have it in place for its annual 
show, set for June 25-26 at the grounds on 
Highway 25 north of Barron in the town 
of Stanford.
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STEAMIN’  
DOWN THE ROAD

Stout-Knapp Park Lentz Steam 
Engine moving to Hungry Hollow 
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Hungry Hollow steam and Gas engine Club volunteers work on dismantling the roof over the Lentz steam engine at stout-
Knapp Park in Rice Lake. The engine will be moving to Hungry Hollow.

Babler named Judge of the Year
State Bar of Wisconsin says he helps 
make life better for children, parents
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Judge James Babler, Barron 
County Circuit Court, is recip-
ient of the 2022 Judge of the 
year award from the state 
Bar of Wisconsin Bench and 
Bar Committee.

ABATE  
rally  
promotes 
motorcycle 
awareness
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Motorcyclists rally on 
saturday morning at the 
intersection of Coleman 
and Main streets in Rice 
Lake to promote motorcy-
cle awareness.
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See BABLER  Page A4


