
Editor’s note: For this 
installment of “Country 
Matters,” The Country 
Today reporters take a 
look at the state of several 
small-town libraries and 
what libraries mean to their 
communities.

By Jenessa Freidhof
Regional Editor | jenessa.freidhof@ecpc.com

COLBY — Libraries 
are a thing of the past in 
some people’s minds, but 
for those living in rural 
communities especially, 
they can be the lifeblood 
of the community. For the 
Colby community, that 
is exactly what the new 
10,600-square-foot library 
has become — a mecca 
for books, movies and 
other media along with a 
treasure trove of resources 
and events to stimulate the 
community.

Colby Community 
Library Director Vicky 
Calmes said she found out 
shortly after starting the 
job in 2006 that the current 
library was not nearly big 

enough to create the library 
she thought the community 
needed.

“About a week into the 
new position, the mayor 
visited and asked if the 
library needed more space, 

as that was a topic on the 
city of Colby’s five-year 
plan. As I was just getting 
acquainted with the job, 
I responded no. About 
a month later as I was 
struggling to find space for 

things, I sincerely regretted 
my previous answer,” she 
said. “The 2,400-square-
foot space was indeed too 
small to hold my ideas for 
what a library should be.”

Since 2006, the library 

has seen a constant in-
crease in circulation of 
materials, from just more 
than 30,000 circulations in 
2006 to more than 87,000 
items circulated in 2018. 
Realizing they needed more 
space to meet the commu-
nity’s needs, Calmes said 
the Colby Public Library 
Board of Trustees began 
looking for ways they could 
expand the library, with the 
city also looking at options. 
After several failed ideas, a 
pair of anonymous donors 
met with library and city 
officials to discuss expan-
sion plans. They pledged 
$50,000 to conduct an 
assessment study and cost 
analysis for a freestanding, 
new library building with 
the promise of $450,000 in 
building funds.

By Benjamin Wideman
Regional Editor | ben.wideman@ecpc.com

EAGLE RIVER — 
Connor Beissel feels right 
at home in the driver’s seat.

This time of year, that 
means bundling up and 
hopping on his Ski-Doo 
MXZ RS 600 cc snowmo-
bile as a member of the 
Ski-Doo X-Team Racers.

Connor, 16, of the village 
of Winter, was among 
several dozen national and 
international snowmobile 
racers who recently trav-
eled here to the northwoods 
of Vilas County for the 56th 
annual World Snowmobile 
Championships.

Throughout spring, sum-
mer and fall, he shifts gears 
and swaps the snowmobile 
seat for a spot atop a tractor 
or in one of the two com-
bines at Beissel Farms, a 
cash crop operation owned 

by his parents, Dale and 
Missy.

Last year, the Beissels 
grew about 700 acres of 
corn, 700 acres of soy-
beans, 100 acres of oats 

and 100 acres of wheat. 
This year marks their 20th 
year of farming in Sawyer 
County.

By Brooke Bechen
Regional Editor | brooke.bechen@ecpc.com

MADISON — Brad 
Pfaff’s family has been 
farming in northern La 
Crosse County since the 
mid-1800s, when they first 
came to this country. As a 
youth, he watched the farm 
provide for his family, both 
financially and through the 
ways it was able to shape 
him into the person he is 
today; it also gave him 

strong values and a deep 
appreciation for rural com-
munities.

“My story is very similar 
to many of yours,” he told 
attendees at the Dairy 
Strong conference last 
week during his legislative 
address.

Pfaff has been working 
as the secretary of the 
Wisconsin Department 
of Agriculture, Trade and 
Consumer Protection for 
just about three weeks 

now, putting together his 
leadership team at what we 
called “the people’s agen-
cy.” He is a strong believer 
in communication and 
collaboration, and shared 
that he believes representa-
tives can work together to 
find solutions to challenges 
in the agriculture indus-
try, particularly the dairy 
industry.

“While we can, and 

New Colby library benefits from increased space
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The Pearl Vorland History Room is the centerpiece of the library and includes old news-
papers on microfilm, high school yearbooks and Wisconsin history and themed books.

‘If you build it,  
they will come’

Shifting gears: Beissel 
balances love for 
snowmobiling, farming
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Connor Beissel, 16, of Winter, competed in a snocross 
event at the 2019 World Snowmobile Championships in 
Eagle River.

Pfaff stresses communication, collaboration, connection
New DATCP 
secretary 
Brad Pfaff 
addressed 
farmers and in-
dustry profes-
sionals at the 
Dairy Business 
Association’s 
Dairy Strong 
conference 
last week in 
Madison.
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MENOMONIE — If 
the production agriculture 
business cycle holds true 
to past form, the industry 
is on the edge of recovery 
and a return to relative 
stability ahead of the next 
boom, sometime in the 
future.

So, where are we in that 
cycle?

“I don’t know,” David 
Widmar of Agricultural 
Economic Insights told 
farmers attending a Jan. 
22 conference hosted 
by Ag Risk Managers 
in Menomonie. “We’re 
all kind of holding our 
breath; the markets are 
holding their breath, too. 
… Will we start recovery 
in 2019, or are we going 
to resume the margin 
squeeze?”

Despite the current 
uncertainty, Widmar said 
there are many reasons 
to be optimistic about the 
future of agriculture.

Widmar said agriculture 

is in a holding pattern as 
critical trade negotiations 
with China, Mexico and 
other countries continue 
into this year. Chinese 
demand for soybeans 
since increased nine-fold 
since 2000, and they buy 
six out of 10 beans glob-
ally. Historically, much 
of that has come from the 
U.S., but as the trade war 
lingers, Brazil and other 
nations are responding to 
market signals to plant 
more soybeans.

“It’s concerning, and it 
leaves the U.S. on a big 
pile of beans of our own,” 
Widmar said.

Widmar said beef could 
be the next big market 
opportunity in China, as 
the country’s consumption 
has recently surpassed 
their own production. 
China, now the world’s 
third biggest beef con-
sumer, is on a trajectory to 
becoming the biggest in 
10 years. Ethanol also will 
likely be part of the trade 
negotiations.

Economist: Ag industry 
in holding pattern
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