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< Corps to use pilot program in 
Lake Pepin project. Page 4A.
• Back-to-back photography wins 
for Wiedenbeck. Page 6C.
• Analyst: Milk prices up but not 
‘great’ in 2019. Page 5A.
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By Heidi Clausen
Editor | heidi.clausen@ecpc.com

BARRON — Even as 
his star continues to rise 
following his runner-up 
finish on “The Voice” last 
month, singer/songwriter 
Chris Kroeze says his feet 
will remain firmly planted in 
his hometown of Barron.

“I don’t want to live 
anywhere else,” Kroeze, 27, 
told The Country Today in 
an interview at the Rolling 
Oaks Restaurant and Lounge 
on Barron’s west side. “This 
is where I want to be.”

Kroeze said he owes a 
debt of gratitude to his farm-
ing community, and small 
towns throughout Wisconsin 
and elsewhere, for their 
votes each week that helped 
propel him to the final four 

on “The Voice,” a vocal 
competition on NBC.

“The rural vote was huge,” 
he said, but “it goes both 
ways. It’s cool for the town 
and the community I grew 

up in to have someone on 
TV representing that, and for 
me, it was really cool.

“If you live in New York 
City and make it onto a team 
on ‘The Voice,’ it’s not a big 
deal. Around here, it gets 
around a lot quicker; people 
support each other a lot 
more.”

“The Voice” features 
five stages of competition, 
starting with the blind 

auditions and ending with 
live performances. Country 
music star Blake Shelton 
picked Kroeze in the blind 
auctions for Team Blake and 
mentored him throughout 
the competition.

“I got to know him and 
Kelly (Clarkson) well,” 
Kroeze said. “Both are very 
down-to-earth.”

Kroeze, who’s set to re-
lease an album in February, 

said Shelton, a “like-mind-
ed” country boy from a 
small town in Oklahoma, 
is “exactly what you see on 
TV,” and they keep in touch. 
Kroeze said he’ll also stay 
connected to other musi-
cians he met on the show.

“The whole thing was 
super awesome,” he said. 
“It’s something I’ll always 

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

WISCONSIN DELLS 
— According to Isabella 
Haen, 2018 Wisconsin Fair-
est of the Fairs, the word 
“fair” is so much more 
than its definition in the 
dictionary. To Haen, the fair 
means food, faith and farm-
ing; it means learning and 
spreading the word about 
agriculture. Fairs also in-
spire those who attend and 
those who volunteer; and 
fairs are an opportunity to 
tell the real stories of those 
in the agricultural field.

“Go out and find your 
definition of ‘fair’ and 
share your real story,” she 
said Jan. 9 in her farewell 
address at the Wisconsin 

Association 
of Fairs’ 
Awards 
Banquet 
and Fairest 
of the Fairs 
Finals.

But as 
Haen’s 
Fairest of 
the Fairs 

story ended that evening, a 
new fair story began with 
the crowning of Meghan 
Buechel of the Brown 
County Fair, who will serve 
as a spokeswoman for the 
Wisconsin Association of 
Fairs in 2019, representing 
all 76 Wisconsin county 
and district fairs.

“I’m so honored and 
excited to serve as 2019’s 
Wisconsin Fairest of the 

Fairs,” she said. “It’s crazy 
to have won but crazy 
exciting.

“To be representing Wis-
consin’s fair industry leaves 
me speechless.”

Buechel’s passion for the 
fair began 13 years ago as a 
young girl in the show ring 
exhibiting sheep and swine 
at the Brown County Fair. 
She has exhibited 13 differ-
ent project types through 
her years of involvement 
in 4-H and FFA, adding 
that her participation in the 
fair has always been one of 
the highlights of her year 
growing up.

“These projects have 
taken me down a road of 
learning responsibility, 

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

MEEME — Richard 
Schwartz spent his entire 
career working in agricul-
ture-related jobs.

So perhaps it’s not 
surprising that even in 
retirement much of his free 
time is devoted to agricul-
tural endeavors.

Schwartz, 73, worked as 
a milk hauler for 55 years 
until hanging up the keys 
for good last August. But 
he hasn’t stopped collect-
ing old dairy and seed 
signs, a hobby he took up 
in 1987.

“I started getting inter-
ested in signs when I was 
picking up milk down by 
Silver Creek west of Ran-
dom Lake (in Sheboygan 
County), and the fellow 
there had quite a bit of 
milk,” Schwartz said.

“In those days the 

pumps didn’t pump 
very fast. So while I was 
waiting I walked up the 
hill and looked in the shed 
and saw this nice Golden 
Guernsey sign. That’s what 
got everything going.”

That gold-colored sign 
now hangs in Schwartz’s 

storage building, alongside 
about 180 other dairy-re-
lated signs and another 30 
or so seed signs.

The signs completely 
cover the walls in two 
large rooms inside the 

By Nate Jackson
Regional Editor | nathan.jackson@ecpc.com

Farmers don’t often ask 
for recognition, but Cindy 

Matton 
knows how 
meaningful 
it can be 
when they 
do receive 
recognition 
for their 
hard work.

Giving 
that recogni-
tion is why 
Cindy and 
her husband, 
Harold, have 
remained 
heavily in-
volved in or-
ganizing the 
Wisconsin 
Outstand-
ing Young 

Farmer Program for the 
past 15 years.

“Especially as of late, 

we’ve seen the numbers 
dwindling of young farm-
ers, and farmers in general, 
not being able to hang 
onto their farms due to the 
economy,” Cindy said. “I 
think that they should be 
appreciated and at least 
awarded thanks for what 
they do in hopes that that 
might keep them active in 
their farming.”

The 2019 Wisconsin 

A star 
is born
Barron man who rose to 

fame on ‘The Voice’ values 
his rural roots

Photo by Heidi Clausen

Signs such as this one throughout the city of Barron continue to express support 
for Chris Kroeze, even after his run on “The Voice.”

Mattons prepare for 
65th state OYF event

Cindy 
Matton

Harold 
Matton

For more information 

about the 2019 Wiscon-

sin Outstanding Young 

Farmer Awards Weekend, 

Jan. 25-27 at the Comfort 

Suites of Johnson Creek, 

contact Cindy or Harold 

Matton at 715-833-

9649 or by email wi-oyf@

charter.net for more 

information.

Signs of the times
Retired milk hauler enjoys collecting dairy, seed signs

Photo by Benjamin Wideman

Richard Schwartz, 73, has been collecting dairy and seed 
signs since 1987.

Brown County Fair’s Buechel crowned Fairest

Photo by Brooke Bechen

Isabella Haen placed the 2019 Fairest crown upon Meghan 
Buechel’s head after it was announced she had won this 
year’s competition.

See KROEZE, Page 2A

See OYF, Page 2A See SIGNS, Page 2A

See FAIREST, Page 3A
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