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Before the late congressman 
John Lewis coined the phrase 
“good trouble,” he and Jim 

Zwerg, a former Eau Claire 
resident, lived it out. I first 
learned of this local con-

nection to the larger civil 
rights story a few years 

back, while writing a 
book on the Free-
dom Riders.

How on a cool 
February night 

in 1961, 20-year-old Zwerg first 
met 19-year-old Lewis outside 
a movie theater in Nashville. 
Zwerg, a white college student 
originally from Appleton, had 
recently enrolled in Nashville’s 
Fisk University — a historically 
Black school — as part of an 
exchange program. Prior to his 
arrival in Nashville, Zwerg’s 
interactions with Black folks had 
been limited.

“All through high school 
I didn’t know anyone with a 
different ethnic background,” 
Zwerg shared with me in a 
2015 interview. “It wasn’t until 
my freshman year (at Beloit 
College), when I had a Black 
roommate, that I saw firsthand 

prejudice and discrimination.” 
That school year, Zwerg over-
heard racist remarks whispered 
behind his roommate’s back, and 
noted, too, how the local barber 
refused to cut his roommate’s 
hair. After witnessing injustice 
up close, Zwerg’s commitment 
to social justice grew.

Two and a half years later, 
his commitment led him to the 
exchange program in Nashville, 
where the civil rights movement 
was already in full swing.

On that cool February night, 
Zwerg watched from across the 
street as a dozen demonstrators 
protested a segregated movie 
theater.

On the road to freedom
How Wisconsinite 

Jim Zwerg and 
John Lewis became 

seatmates 

B.J. Hollars

Hollars is the author of several books, most recently ‘Midwestern Strange: Hunting Monsters, Martians, 

and the Weird’’ and ‘The Road South: Personal Stories of the Freedom Riders.’ He is a professor, arts 

advocate, husband, father, son and dog walker. Follow him on Instagram, Twitter or Facebook @bjhollars.
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Applications for a new round of 
COVID-19 relief payments targeted at 
more farmers open next week.

The Wisconsin Department of Rev-
enue will be taking applications from 
Aug. 10-24 to use the approximately 
$8.4 million remaining from the $50 
million Wisconsin Farm Support 
Program, which offers one-time 
direct payments to farmers struggling 
during the coronavirus pandemic. The 
first round of payments used about 
$41.6 million of the $50 million 
allocated for the program and were 
available for farmers who had a gross 
income between $35,000 and $5 
million.

An interactive map of coun-
ty-by-county funding distribution from 
the first round is available at tinyurl.
com/yx9uyl7c.

Eligibility for the second round will 
include farmers with $10,000 in gross 
income and above according to their 
2019 tax filings. The upper income eligi-
bility limit will again be $5 million.

A group of nine farm organizations 
July 20 sent a joint letter to DATCP 
expressing appreciation for the lowered 
threshold of $10,000 in annual gross 
receipts for the second round of the 
Wisconsin Farm Support program. The 
groups also asked for the upper limit of 
$5 million to remain in place to keep the 
focus of the state program on small and 
medium-sized farms.

“Farmers throughout Wisconsin are 
facing unique challenges that have aris-
en around COVID-19. The Wisconsin 
Farm Support Program is offering some 
relief from the market disruptions family 
farmers are facing,” said Darin Von 
Ruden, president of Wisconsin Farmers 
Union, which was among the groups 
that sent the letter. “It’s critical that this 
state aid remain targeted at small and 
mid-sized farmers, who are less likely 
to be able to tap into federal COVID-19 
response programs such as the Paycheck 
Protection Program, Coronavirus Food 
Assistance Program, and Economic 
Injury Disaster Loans.”

Gov. Tony Evers introduced the $50 
million Wisconsin Farm Support Pro-
gram in May. The funding is part of the 
money allocated to Wisconsin through 
the federal Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and 
Economic Security Act.

Farm groups in April asked Evers for 
$50 million in aid after calculating the 
economic impact of the pandemic on ag 
sectors.

During the first round of the program, 
the Department of Revenue received 
14,543 applications between June 15 
and June 29 for the one-time direct pay-
ments from the $50 million Wisconsin 
Farm Support Program. 

New COVID-19 
relief payment 
applications 
open Aug. 10

By Courteney Jacob
The Country Today

E
LEVA — Bits of blue 
may generally be seen 
speckled around 20 

acres of land on a southern 
Eau Claire County orchard 
in July and August — unless 
perhaps you happen to stop by 
to take a peek on a Monday.

With Blueberry Ridge Or-
chard’s U-pick season in full 
swing as of July 18, odds are 
fairly good that most of the ma-
ture blueberries hanging on the 
plants will have been picked 
off by Sunday’s end. Luckily, 
in the intervening days from 
close on Sunday to reopening 
on Friday, new fruit will ripen 
alongside any ready berries that 
were missed in time to satisfy 
the next round of blueberry en-
thusiasts who visit the property.

Thousands of blueberry 
plants didn’t always dot this 
section of landscape, owned 
by Mark and Andrea Nyseth, 
just north of Eleva, though.

The farm, which totals 80 
acres, has been in Andrea’s 
family for decades, first home 
to her grandparents’ dairy 
operation and then her fa-
ther’s beef cattle. But, Andrea 
said, while she has found 
many things to love about the 
orchard since they bought the 
property, she had been led to 
the business side of the world 
and she didn’t initially expect 
to be farming on the family’s 
land when she grew up.

Still, when her father was 
looking to sell, the Nyseths 
didn’t want him to have to 
move, Andrea said, so Mark, 
who also grew up involved in 
family farming and says he 

got his green thumb from his 
grandfather, had the idea to 
plant blueberries.

They went forward with 
that plan, bought the farm in 
2003 and added over 6,000 
blueberry plants to the farm 
in the spring of 2004. The 
orchard, which features nine 
varieties of blueberries, con-
tinued to expand for several 
years and remains family-op-
erated by Mark, Andrea, who 
works outside the farm as 
well, and their son, Coy.

The orchard doesn’t stop 
with blueberries either.

Plum and several varieties 
of apple trees, which began 
to be added to the orchard a 
little over a decade ago, will 
produce fruit that will be 
available later in the season. 
Their apples are tree-ripened 
and of a strict quality, the 
Nyseths said.

The apples and plums are of-
fered on a pre-picked basis only.

For the first time, the 
Nyseths also plan to soon add 
their own honey made from 
their own bees to the mix of 
products offered to customers 
this year.

The blueberries alone, 
though, have thus far provided 
the orchard with a strong start 
to their growing and selling 
season.

A later spring meant good 
pollination for the plants, 
Mark said, and the hot and 
humid weather this summer 
helped push the beginning of 
the season up ahead of where 
the later spring would’ve oth-
erwise put the start date.

Crowd size has been good 
this year as well, the Nyseths 
said, with customers not only 
showing up for the berries but 
the experience too.

“People come out here for 
more than blueberries,” An-
drea said.

ABUNDANCE OF BLUE
Blueberry orchard’s U-pick season off to strong start

Photos by Courteney Jacob

Visitors to Blueberry Ridge Orchard each weekend clear the plants of berries. By the time the next 
weekend rolls around, plenty more blueberries will be ripe and ready for picking.

Mark and Andrea Nyseth own Blueberry Ridge Orchard, which is 
currently open Friday-Sunday for U-pick blueberries.
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