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Five-hundred miles seems a 
long drive to see a bench. And 

yet, here we are — my wife, 
our three kids, and the dog, 
all roaming some closed-for-
the-season camping road at 
Pokagon State Park on the 
shores of northwestern Indi-
ana’s Lake James.

“Is it this way?” my wife 
asks, pointing toward a snow-
packed trail as I hustle ahead 
for a bit of reconnaissance.

“I don’t think so,” I say, un-
folding a piece of paper from 
my pocket. “If I’m reading 

this map correctly ...”
We’re in trouble, I 
realize, if we are at 

the mercy of my 
map-reading.

We have come 
in search of the 

memorial bench 
for my father-
in-law, Steve 

Ball, who 
passed 

away last June. In one of his final 
wishes, he’d mentioned to my wife 
that rather than have his name etched 
on some dreary gravestone, he’d 
prefer a lakeside bench constructed at 
the state park we frequented.

For three carefree days each 
summer, Steve would lug his bait 
and tackle toward Lake James while 
the rest of us lounged beachside, 
whittling away the hours building 
sandcastles, swimming to the buoy 
and back, and hiking the park’s many 
trails. Most of the time, Steve could 
be found on his rented rowboat, 
returning hours later with a cooler 
overflowing with glassy-eyed bluegill 
and perch.

But other days he’d forego the boat 
in favor of a lakeside bench, which 
provided him easy access to the wa-
ter, not to mention a place to untangle 
his fishing line. Which was precisely 
what he hoped to leave for the next 
fisherman.

Thirteen days prior to his death, I 
stood in Steve’s backyard and called 
the state park to inquire about the 

memorial bench.
“Of course,” the woman said. “I 

can help you with that. I’m sorry for 
your loss.”

“Well, we haven’t lost him yet,” 
I said, glancing Steve tending his 
tomato garden. “We are still losing 
him.”

I explained to the woman that we 
needed a lakeside bench. That as a 
fisherman, it was important to Steve 
that the bench be in full view of the 
water. A place where a fisherman 
could untangle his line.

The woman turned quiet.
“I’m sorry,” she said at last. “We’re 

actually out of lakefront spots for 
memorial benches. They’re quite 
popular and ... ”

I didn’t hear what she said next. All 
I heard was my heart beating in my 
head.

“Yes but, you see, he’s dying,” I 
said, my eyes trained on Steve in the 
garden. “This is sort of his last wish. 
I’ve been asked to carry out this last 
...” I trailed off, tried a new tact.
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Perfect place to untangle the line

B.J. Hollars
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and the editor of “Hope Is The Thing: Wisconsinites on Perseverance in a Pandemic.” He is a professor, arts advocate, husband, father, son  
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Slowly, but surely, the Midwest is 
climbing out of its economic slump in 
the wake of 2020. Still, it remains to be 
seen if factors such as high 
inflation and rising gas 
prices are signs of rockier 
seas ahead.

That was a recurring 
theme at the Midwest 
Economic Forecast Forum 
hosted by the Wisconsin 
Banking Association. Head-
lining the event was Neel 
Kashkari, president of the 
Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis, and 
David Kohl, a professor emeritus on ag 
finance and an agricultural economist.

Discussions covered everything from 
land acquisitions to cryptocurrencies, but 
largely focused on economic recovery.

“The economy went through a very 
rapid shutdown, partially by government 
mandate, but also just by individuals, 
families and businesses taking effort 
to protect themselves,” Kashkari said. 
“Now, the economy has been trying to 
reopen and recover from that. I think 
the recovery is well under way, but it’s 
been uneven and there’s still some big 
gaps. Different sectors have been affected 
differently.”

Much of this unevenness can be at-
tributed to factors like federal stimulus, 
localized shutdowns, a sudden increase 
in home shipping — as well as associ-
ated shipping breakdowns — and labor 
shortages. In general, the U.S. economy 
took a notable shift from services to 
goods, which isn’t surprising considering 
that services often require face-to-face 
interactions and social occasions.

Kashkari noted that, while the nation’s 
gross domestic product has bounced 
back and the stock exchange is humming 
along, there still remains a 4-6 million 
employee shortage, while many busi-
nesses, communities and families are still 
struggling to find their feet again.

If there is a concerning development to 
keep an eye on, it’s skyrocketing infla-
tion. Kashkari admitted that, while he 
expected inflation to occur, its sudden rise 
and sustained climb has been far beyond 
his initial expectations. If the Federal 
Reserve and the U.S. economy isn’t able 
to curb inflation, it could spell trouble 
down the road in the form of an economic 
recession.

Economic 
forecast

Experts say regional 
recovery underway, but 
potential pitfalls ahead

Kashkari
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I
n the modern era, 

Wisconsin agri-

culture is looking 

to reinvent itself as 

international in scope, 

forward thinking in its 

aspirations and unapol-

ogetic in its pursuit of 

perfection.

“We see that across the 
board in Wisconsin. No mat-
ter where you go in any part 
of the industry, competing in 
quality in a consistent theme 
and that’s a good place to 
be,” said Randy Romanski, 
secretary of the Wisconsin 
Department of Agriculture, 
Trade and Consumer Protec-
tion. “There are always those 
who will undersell, but when 
you have a reputation for 
quality — which the state of 
Wisconsin clearly does with 
so many products — then it 
doesn’t matter. You’ll estab-
lish a place in the market.”

Romanski stopped Thursday 
by Chippewa Valley Bean near 
Menomonie to commemo-
rate National Bean Day. The 
company was a fitting host in 
more ways than one. Not only 
is Chippewa Valley Bean the 

largest processor of dark red 
kidney beans in the world, but 
it’s an international juggernaut 
with a proven track record in 
foreign markets since the late 
‘80s and early ‘90s. Today, 
roughly 70% of the com-
pany’s revenue comes from 
exports.

As the state makes a con-
certed effort to aggressively 
expand Wisconsin exports, 
Romanski said companies like 
Chippewa Valley Bean can 
serve as a model for agricultur-
ists to reverence as they look 
to establish market share for 

themselves in places as diverse 
as Italy, China and Brazil.

“The one thing that comes 
out of this is that kidney 
beans are a specialty crop 
and it becomes very spe-
cialized because of the 
quality demands,” said Bob 
Wachsmuth, a co-owner and 
vice president. “We started 
this in ‘73 and we’ve always 
tried to have a high quality, 
low skin kidney bean. It’s 
about quality, safe quality, 
that’s always been our motto. 

NATIONAL BEAN DAY
Chippewa Valley Bean showcases global prowess
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Chippewa Valley Bean Plant Manager Tricia Kwak examined kidney beans in the sorting process on 
May 20. The company is one of the world’s largest kidney bean exporters.

Photo by Gabe Lagarde

DATCP Secretary Randy Romanski (left) commemorates Nation-
al Bean Day on Thursday, Jan. 6, at Chippewa Valley Bean near 
Menomonie. The company is the largest processor of dark red kid-
ney beans in the world and makes 70% of its revenue off exports.
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JOIN OUR TEAM! BECOME A JOHN DEERE SERVICE TECHNICIAN
Tractor Central, a JohnDeere dealership group, is adding Service Technicians at several of our locations.Work on the
most innovative equipment in the industry, while expanding your skills with advanced on the job training.

Visit TractorCentral.com for current openings, full position details, and to apply online.

Tractor Central offers an outstanding benefits package including 401k with companymatch,
extremely competitive pay, paid time off + holidays, and opportunities for growth and advancement. EOE


