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Broadband gives gamers
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We need better
mapping data

S

everal states have adopted loan
and grant programs to help extend
service to those areas of rural
America still lacking a reliable broadband
connection. Beyond its traditional programs, the federal government continues
looking for ways to invest in this critical
infrastructure.
A challenge associated with deciding
where to invest these dollars is identifying where service is or is not already
available. The FCC’s broadband maps are
the determining resource.
The FCC issued an order over the summer that will move away from the overly
broad use of census blocks for reporting
broadband coverage, instead requiring
providers to submit “shapefiles” showing where they actually offer broadband
service.
I had the opportunity to appear before
a Congressional committee in September,
where I shared a few key steps to move
us toward more accurate mapping.
First, we need standardized reporting.
It is also important to have a back-end
validation process.
Finally, a robust challenge process is
needed to allow providers and policymakers to do one last “sanity check” on
the accuracy of the maps before decisions
are reached.
Providers like yours are making great
progress in connecting rural America. But
if we hope for a future where everyone
has broadband access, we must have better mapping data. 
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Celebrate rural health on Nov. 21
Despite the challenges of serving rural America, health care professionals are
delivering quality care, embracing technology and finding creative ways to
encourage wellness among their rural patients. On Nov. 21, rural health offices
will honor these providers — along with the partners and communities who support them — by sponsoring National Rural Health Day.

How can you celebrate National Rural Health Day?
Find free, downloadable resources for many of the activities
below by visiting www.powerofrural.org/nrhd-tookit.
PARENTS: Prepare a healthy meal for dinner, and talk with your kids
about the blessings — and the challenges — of living in rural America.
Mention the health care providers who service your rural community.
PATIENTS: Write a note to your health care team, thanking them for
their help and their commitment to serving a rural population.
PHYSICIANS: Display National Rural Health Day posters in your office.
Provide a staff appreciation lunch. Visit www.WalkWithADoc.org and
consider starting this fun, active outreach in your community.
FACEBOOK USERS: Share a story about your doctor, a nurse or other
health care provider who has made a positive impact on your life.
TEACHERS: Give your students coloring book pages. Sponsor a rural
health-themed poster contest. Invite physicians or nurses from local
hospitals and clinics to speak to students.
BROADBAND USERS: Search for health information over your broadband connection. Ask your physician if there are telehealth resources
that could help you maintain or improve your health.
SMALL BUSINESSES: Show appreciation to your local rural health
professionals by providing them with discounts or special offers.
YOU!: Make healthy eating choices. Take a walk. Avoid tobacco products. Schedule an appointment to have your cholesterol and blood
pressure checked.

Gaming generation
Millennials — the first lifelong gamers

T

he U.S. launch of the Nintendo
Entertainment System in late 1985
helped create an entertainment
revolution. The oldest millennials at the
time were about 4 years old, and that
generation would be the first to make
gaming a common pastime.
Members of this group, also known
as Generation Y, are closely tracked by
experts such as The Nielsen Company to
monitor entertainment and technology
trends, because the habits of millennials
shape those industries.
Today, millennial gamers are finding new ways to play. There are mobile
games and online, community-based
games. Some people compete, and others
enjoy the movielike experiences of modern games. And for millennial gamers,
the male-to-female ratio is roughly even.

Thanks to games that emphasize
social features, about 70% of millennial
gamers and the generation following,
often known as Gen Z, turn to multiplayer gaming for the social component.
Also, the pastime remains a critical
entertainment choice even when the
competition ends. About 70% of gamers turn to YouTube or Twitch to watch
online videos about gaming. On average, this form of viewing totals nearly
six hours weekly. Millennial gamers are
willing to pay those who create the content they enjoy, either through subscriptions or by donating directly.
A Nielsen report concluded that millennials will not quickly outgrow this
form of entertainment, and they will
become the first generation of lifelong
gamers. 
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Like Nintendo, we go
beyond technology

A
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t first glance, Acira and Nintendo don’t have a lot in common. Nintendo is a video game giant based in Japan, and
we are a small broadband provider in rural Minnesota.

But a quote I ran across recently made me realize we may have
more in common than you’d think.
In the pages of this issue, you’ll see a focus on gamers. And
though I’m not much of a gamer myself, I know there are hundreds or even thousands of our members who enjoy playing video
games on our network. As I hope you’ll read, gaming has certainly
become mainstream — to the point where there are college scholarships for team gamers.
For decades now, one brand had been synonymous with gaming:
KEVIN BEYER
Nintendo. It’s a company with an interesting history. Like Acira,
Chief Executive Officer
it evolved over the years to meet customer demand. In fact, many
people don’t know that Nintendo started off in 1889 as a small
manufacturer of playing cards. Nearly a century and a half later, it’s changed the world with
its electronic gaming systems, handhelds and characters like Mario.
Similar to the way Nintendo developed, we’ve evolved from party line phone systems to
lightning-fast broadband. But a quote from former Nintendo President Satoru Iwata drove
home another similarity our two companies share.
In discussing his company’s success, the late Mr. Iwata stated that in order to be successful,
Nintendo had to look beyond the hardware and software it developed. “Please understand,
I am not saying that technology is unimportant,” he told an interviewer. “But if we are just
focusing on technology ... we will not succeed.”
In order to succeed, Nintendo had to focus not on the processors, electronics and equipment driving its games but instead on what the games did for people. Similarly at Acira, we
constantly remind ourselves that the technology our business provides is only part of the
equation. What matters most is how our members use that technology and the ways their lives
are improved because of it.
Maybe it’s when a young adult can enroll in distance learning classes because of our
network. Maybe it’s when an entrepreneur connects to markets around the world through our
services. Or maybe it’s simply when a customer gets to play a video game online with friends.
Just like with Nintendo, the bits and bytes of our business are secondary. Our primary focus
is on the difference that technology can make for you. 
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macarons grew into
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Confections, Johanna
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See story Page 9.
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Are you having trouble using
the telephone due to a hearing
or speech disability?
Minnesota Relay is a free telephone service
that uses specially trained communications
assistants (CAs) to facilitate telephone calls
between people with hearing and speech
disabilities and other individuals. Calls can
be made to anywhere in the world (long
distance charges apply), 24 hours a day, 365
days a year. All calls are completely confidential.
To make a relay call, dial 7-1-1. Once connected to the relay service, tell the CA the
type of relay call you wish to make. Or, you
may dial the specific toll-free number for the
type of relay service.
Captioned Telephone Service (CTS)
CTS uses a special telephone with a text
display screen so that a person who is hard
of hearing can listen to and read captions of
everything the other person on the call says.
You speak directly to the other person on the
call, and a relay communications Assistant
(CA) transcribes everything the other person
says into captions, which appear on the
display screen of your CTS phone.
Internet Protocol Captioned Telephone
Service (IP CTS)
Internet-based forms of CTS are available for
those who would like to use CTS on a computer, tablet or select smartphones.
Go to: www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/
internet-protocol-ipcaptioned-telephoneservice.
Computer (ASCII): 1-800-627-3529
Computer users can access Minnesota Relay.
Set your communications software to the
following protocols: speeds ranging from
300 to 2400; 8 Bits; No Parity; 1 Stop Bit; Full
Duplex. When calling at a rate of 300 or
below, follow the above using Half Duplex.
Hearing Carry Over (HCO):
1-800-627-3529
HCO allows a person who can hear clearly
but who has very limited or no speech
capability to make and receive phone calls.
Using a special text telephone, you type your
conversation for the relay CA to read to the
Acira

other person and listen directly to the other
person’s response.
Hearing User: 1-800-627-3529
A hearing person may use a standard
telephone or mobile phone to place a relay
call and speak with a person who is deaf, hard
of hearing, or speech disabled.
Internet Protocol (IP) Relay
IP Relay combines text-based relay service
with the ease of the internet — no need for
a TTY. You are able to make your relay call
using a computer, laptop, tablet or select
smartphones. Go to: www.sprintrelay.com.
Spanish Relay: 1-877-627-5448
Spanish speaking persons with a hearing or
speech disability are able to make relay calls.
This is not a translation service – both parties
must speak Spanish, and at least one party
must have a hearing or speech disability.
Speech-to-Speech (STS): 1-877-627-3848
STS allows a person who has difficulty
speaking or being understood on the phone
to communicate using his or her own voice
or voice synthesizer. The CA revoices your
words so that the other person on the call
can understand them, and the other person
speaks directly to you.
Text Telephone (TTY): 1-800-627-3529
This service allows a person who is deaf,
deaf-blind, or speech disabled to use a TTY
to communicate with the other person on
the call.
Video Relay Service (VRS)
VRS allows a person who uses American
Sign Language (ASL) to communicate over
the phone. The VRS user connects to the CA
via an internet-enabled device with a video
camera. The CA relays the conversation back
and forth between the parties — in ASL with
the VRS user and by voice with the called
party. Go to: www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/
video-relay-services.
Voice Carry Over (VCO): 1-877-627-3024
VCO allows a person with a hearing disability,
but who wants to use his or her own voice, to

speak directly to the other party. The CA then
types the other party’s response, which is
displayed on the VCO user’s text telephone.

For More Information on
Minnesota Relay Services:
www.mnrelay.org
1-800-657-3775
Emergency Assistance
TTY callers should dial 911 directly in an
emergency. All 911 centers are equipped
to handle TTY calls. Minnesota Relay can
process emergency calls, but this may
delay the response to your call.
Billing Options for Long Distance Relay
Calls:
• Direct
• Collect
• Third-Party Billing
• Carrier Calling Card
• Prepaid Calling Card
To file a Complaint Regarding Minnesota
Relay:
1-800-657-3775
Email: mn.relay@state.mn.us
You will need to provide the date and time
of the relay call, the CA’s identification
number and the nature of your complaint.
You may also file a complaint with the
Federal Communications Commission:
www.fcc.gov/complaints
Voice: 1-888-225-5322
TTY: 1-888-835-5322
ASL via VP: 1-844-432-2275
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A history of service

Memorials and museums honor heroic legacies
BY ANNE BRALY

O

ur nation’s war museums tell the story of our
country. They are places where we can reflect on
those who gave their lives for freedom, not only for
Americans but also for people around the world.

Army Gen. John Vessey,
Jr. served as chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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Interestingly, the camp, now almost 100
years old, stands on the same site as old
Fort Ripley, a frontier army post that operated during the middle of the 19th century.
The Minnesota Military Museum brings
people from around the world through its
doors, as Camp Ripley performs training exercises that draw reservists as well
as those interested in military history.
Recently, the museum played host to 1,000
Boy Scouts.
“We also host a lot of Norwegian
visitors as part of our military training
program, and this past summer we hosted
a delegate from France as part of the Sister
City program with Little Falls,” Dietrich
notes. Among the sites they come to see
are displays that trace Minnesota’s military
involvement from its statehood in 1858
through present day.
“We are proud that Minnesota was

the first to offer troops during the Civil
War and fought with such distinction at Gettysburg,” Dietrich says. Of
the 378 soldiers in the 1st Minnesota
Volunteer Infantry regiment who fought
at Gettysburg, only 124 came home. The
museum displays a large painting by
Minnesota historical artist David Geister
commemorating the battle. Another
important display focuses on the state’s
role in World War I. The exhibit opened
in conjunction with the observance of the
100th anniversary of America’s entry into
the war.
“We’ve been gathering and sharing
veterans’ stories for more than 40 years and
are stewards of more than 80,000 artifacts,” Dietrich says. The most recent addition to the Minnesota Military Museum is
its library, which houses more than 15,000
books, all available for public viewing.

In addition to indoor
exhibits, visitors
to the Minnesota
Military Museum
may enjoy several
outdoor displays.

Photos courtesy of Minnesota Military Museum.

Covering all branches of the military, the
Minnesota Military Museum in Little Falls
is especially proud of those from St. Paul
who served as naval reservists on the USS
Ward, the ship that fired the first shots in
World War II, sinking a Japanese miniature
submarine that was trying to sneak into
Pearl Harbor just hours before the Japanese
air attack. War was declared the next day.
Camp Ripley, a 53,000-acre military and
civilian training facility that the Minnesota
National Guard operates, is located next to
the museum. Therefore, it’s only natural
that the museum houses extensive information on the camp and its role in our nation’s
history,” says Randall Dietrich, museum
executive.

Among the library’s more important manuscripts are the War of Rebellion
Records of the Union and Confederate Armies (27 volumes), published
from 1880-1900, and Minnesota in the Civil and Indian Wars (two volumes), published in 1891 and 1899.
Also of note is the recently acquired collection of Gen. John Vessey,
Minnesota’s most-decorated veteran and a soldier and statesman of national
importance, serving as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Overseeing
this massive collection of military history is the state’s only full-time
curator and archivist who is dedicated solely to preserving the stories of
Minnesota veterans.
The museum is open to the public daily May through September, including national holidays, and Thursday through Saturday October through
April except on national holidays. The library is open Thursday through
Saturday throughout the year except on national holidays. For more information, including special observances throughout the year, visit
www.mnmilitarymuseum.org. 

The Reading Room at Minnesota Military Museum’s library
showcases a 30-foot mural commemorating World War I.

Additional salutes
to the Minnesota
military include:
A world-class collection of vintage military
planes is housed at the Fagen Fighters World War
II Museum in Granite Falls. Self-guided tours take
you through three large hangars at Lenzen-RoeFagen Memorial Field with exhibits the Fagen
family curated, including Tommy guns, flamethrowers, radios, grenades, helmets and more —
the paraphernalia of war at every turn. Information: www.fagenfighterswwiimuseum.org.
Veterans Memorial Hall in Duluth houses a
large collection of military artifacts dating from
the Civil War through Desert Shield and Desert
Storm. More information can be found at
www.vets-hall.org.
Among the many varied exhibits at the Minnesota History Center in Minneapolis is one that
details life in the skies and on land during World
War II. Board a C-47 and join in the fight on
D-Day, get behind the counter of a 1930s soda
fountain or see what it was like to pack ammunition shells. It’s a chance to walk in the shoes of
the Greatest Generation. Find out more at
www.mnhs.org.
The Aliveo Military Museum in Red Wing is
small but houses an impressive collection of
military artifacts from most wars involving the
United States. The collection includes a good
deal of German and other World War II artifacts
but also has artifacts from the Revolutionary War
through the War on Terror, including an M1864,
the last percussion muzzle-loading rifle the U.S.
Army used. More information may be found at
www.aliveomuseum.org.
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TECH TIPS

Put tech under the tree

The latest gadgets make perfect gifts

T
HI! I’M JADE GEHRKE!
In this column, you’ll
learn about technology
and read simple tips to
get the most out of your
electronics. For more
tips or help with your
devices, be sure to read
this column in future
publications. I’m always
happy to help!

TIP OF THE MONTH
Always protect your
technology investment
with some form of surge
protection. For a basic
surge protector, opt for
one with a joule rating of
at least 2,000. And look
for one with connections for items such as a
phone line and networking cables because any
line connected to your
devices can produce a
power surge.
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he holidays are here again, a wonderful
time of year when friends and family
gather to celebrate the joy of the season,
and finding the perfect gift is on everyone’s
mind. As you’re thinking about what to get the
special people in your life, consider some of
these high-tech gadgets that are sure to please.

WITHINGS MOVE HEALTH
TRACKER WATCH

NINTENDO SWITCH LITE

If you’ve searched for an
activity tracker with a more
classic watch design, the Withings Move may be for you.
While the watch has no screen, it
shows activity directly on the dial
with its third hand, seamlessly tracking walking, running, sleeping, swimming and other
activities. It also features a chronograph and
connected GPS, so you get duration, distance,
elevation and path mapped in a companion app.
The Move comes in a variety of styles, has up
to 18 months of battery life and is water-resistant up to about 150 feet. The watch, which is
available through Amazon or at withings.com,
starts at $69.

The Switch is a great console, but Nintendo
finally figured out that for many gamers, the
docking station that connected the device to a
TV was just gathering dust. Enter the lowerpriced Switch Lite. As a dedicated handheld,
the system is smaller than the original but
provides access to the same expansive game
library featuring Nintendo hits, big-budget
studio titles and imaginative indies. The device
is great for online play, or it allows as many as
eight Switch systems to connect through a local
wireless network. The Switch Lite comes in
three colors: yellow, gray and turquoise. Pick
your favorite and start gaming. Available at
major retailers, $200.

BOSE FRAMES AUDIO SUNGLASSES

Sometimes the best
way to value something
is to build it yourself,
so why not let
kids try their
hand at putting together
their own computer? The Piper Computer Kit
comes with everything you need to transform
a Raspberry Pi 3 Model B circuit board into a
working device capable of running Minecraft.
The box comes with wood and acrylic pieces,
a speaker, a battery, a 9-inch display and a kidfriendly mouse. Once the system is up and running, it can even teach kids coding through the
included Piper Code software program. A great
gift for a young computer enthusiast. Available
at playpiper.com, $299. 

If you’re
picking up a gift
for an on-thego music lover
who’s too cool
for AirPods, these sunglasses with integrated
Bose speakers may be the perfect fit. Bose
Frames feature rich, immersive sound while
still allowing you to be aware of your surroundings. Featuring Bluetooth connectivity,
the sunglasses have a built-in microphone so
you can make calls or dictate text messages to
your smartphone’s digital assistant. The frames
come either in a classic angular shape or a
rounder look. The lenses, which are scratchand shatter-resistant, block 99% of the sun’s
harmful rays. Available at bose.com, $199.

PIPER COMPUTER KIT

Acira

Sweet beginning

Morris woman finds creativity with confections
BY JOHN CLAYTON

A

s it turns out, macarons can be a little “finicky.” But
that’s part of the challenge for Creative Confections
owner Johanna Franey, who started the business out of
her Morris home during the summer of 2018.
“I’d been trying my hand at it for probably the last five years,
so I had a lot of friends telling me that I should get involved in
our local farmers market,” Franey says. “So, I got my license and
popped in on the farmers market for the last three weeks of the
season.”
It may have been the end of the season for the local market, but
the experience led directly to a busy holiday season for Franey
with Thanksgiving and Christmas just around the corner. If the
2018 holiday season was any indication, 2019 could bring macaron mayhem for Franey. “Especially in December, it was really
busy because I made a lot of cupcakes and macarons, and I was
making special orders for Christmas, and it got to be very, very
hectic,” she says.
In addition to making those sometimes finicky macarons,
Franey has worked to turn herself into a cake and cupcake decorator, coming up with special designs for birthdays, weddings and
just about any special occasion. Her themes have included the
X-Men, Transformers, a tranquil beach scene, baseball, blackberries and pearls. “I think the hardest one was a flower pot cake,”
she says. “It was much smaller on the bottom than it was on the
top to make it look like a flower pot. That one was definitely
tricky because you can’t have it fall over.”
Franey says she also dabbles in photography but was never one
of those natural artists who can look at things and draw or sculpt
them. “Actually, it’s been really exciting to discover that I can
be artistic, and it’s given me a lot of confidence in being able to
create and to find myself getting better,” she says. “I don’t think
I necessarily saw myself as someone who was naturally creative
and artistic growing up.”
Nonetheless, she has developed into a cake and cupcake decorator with an aesthetic that is in demand. “I have had to turn away
some people on certain weekends,” she says.
YouTube videos and Pinterest were sources of inspiration and
technical expertise for Franey as she began to pursue her passion
for baking while raising her four children with her husband, John.

Acira

She also uses Facebook and Instagram to help market her
one-woman business, using her skills behind the camera to create
mouthwatering images of her cakes and confections. “Instagram
is really nice for their stories, so I do a lot more personal anecdotes,” she says. “While I’m making items, I’ll post about my
progress maybe with photos or little videos.” 

Creative Confections can be found on Facebook and
Instagram at @creativeconfectionsmorris.
The creative,
tasty offerings
of Johanna
Franey, owner
of Creative
Confections, are
popular during
the holidays.
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THE IMPACT OF BROADBAND: GAMING EDITION

Esports go

mainstream

High-speed
connections
create
winners

BY JOHN CLAYTON

A

dozen gaming computers provide
an ethereal green glow along
the stage at Lander University’s
Abney Cultural Center in Greenwood,
South Carolina, as esports competitors
prepare for an early round at the 2019
Peach Belt Conference League of Legends
Championship tournament.
In traditional sports, the PBC is a
member of NCAA Division II and
composed of small colleges and universities in the Carolinas and Georgia. But as
esports begins to find a larger niche, this
is something different and new. While the
video game industry has been around for
decades, esports continues to evolve with
college and professional teams, increasingly stunning games and graphics, and
more platforms on which to play.
“I grew up playing stick-and-ball sports,
and I never saw the difference in intensity
between those sports and esports,” says
J.T. Vandenbree, associate college esports
manager at Riot Games, the creator and
distributor of the battle arena game League
of Legends. “In esports, all the competitors
play the same games, and they all have
the same experiences. And they all get to
chase the same dream.”
Vandenbree spoke during a forum on
esports hosted by Lander University during the 2019 PBC tournament. Members
of the forum’s panel agreed that esports
and video gaming are expected to continue
to broaden their reach and market shares.
Georgia high schools are now involved
in sanctioned esports leagues. Dallas
Cowboys owner Jerry Jones bought a stake
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Lander University
esports competitors
prepare for the Peach
Belt Conference League
of Legends tournament.

in professional esports team Complexity
Gaming in 2017 and moved its training
center to the Cowboys complex in Frisco,
Texas. In 2017, 240 colleges and universities competed in esports. That number
grew to 357 in 2019, and many of those
schools offer scholarships to promising
video gamers.
Despite the growing popularity of
esports on college campuses and beyond,
the NCAA has not sanctioned esports.
Instead, the National Association of
College Esports serves as its primary
governing body, and the NCSA — Next
College Student Athlete recruiting service
— has added esports to its portfolio.
ESPN signed on as sponsor of the
Collegiate Esports Championship and

plans to continue its support of the genre
across its platforms, John Lasker, ESPN’s
vice president of digital programming, told
Cheddar Esports during a regular show
dedicated to gaming and esports.
“The conversion is happening right
before our eyes,” Lasker says. “Sports
teams and franchises are evolving into
esports franchises and esports teams. As
that continues to happen, ESPN expects
to continue to be there as we have been in
other sports.”

THE NEXT BIG THING
Gaming consoles such as Xbox and
PlayStation have long incorporated
internet connectivity into its gameplay,
but Google is taking gaming one huge

Gaming
old school
in new ways

The Peach Belt Conference League of Legends Tournament took
the big screen at Lander University’s Abney Cultural Center.

step outside of the console.
Google was to introduce its
much-anticipated Stadia online
gaming platform — described
as a sort of Netflix for gamers — in November. With the
cloud-based Stadia, gamers will
not even need a gaming console
or PC to play. The cost is $9.99
per month in the U.S.
“Google may have just
UNC Pembroke’s Crystian Amaya and
unveiled the future of gaming,”
teammates competed at the Peach Belt
wrote Tom Warren, a senior edi- Conference League of Legends Tournament.
tor for TheVerge.com, following
Google’s introduction of Stadia’s beta version at the Game Developers
Conference in March.
The cloud-based technology, which relies on fast internet speeds, an
array of servers placed around the world and special game controllers that
relay commands quickly to the servers, puts more pressure on internet
companies and cooperatives to deliver.
High-speed internet connections make it possible for gamers to compete, and the expansion of broadband services into rural areas makes it
possible for more people to enjoy the games and to take advantage of the
potential opportunities they offer.
In Kerrville, Texas, first-year Schreiner University esports coach Ryan
Lucich says he often suffered through frustrating internet speeds and
iffy connections while a student and esports competitor at Texas Tech in
Lubbock, Texas.
“Obviously, the biggest challenge in running a wide, multiplayer online
game is the internet connection,” says Riot Games’ Vandenbree. “We have
dozens of people at our company who work with telecommunications
providers to try to figure out the best way to make our game packets work.
Anything that makes our infrastructure stronger in our country, and any
other country, is good for the game.” 

Using internet connections to play traditional games is an updated take on an old
norm. “People used to play chess by mail or by
messenger,” says Chris Bellinger, a Staunton,
Virginia, resident and avid gamer. He participates in role-playing games with friends and
family from across the miles thanks to internet connections and gaming platforms that
allow real-time communication and play.
Bellinger says members of his groups, which
total about eight people in each, are involved
in Pathfinder, Dungeons & Dragons and Star
Wars role-playing games. He participates in
Pathfinder and D&D games with old friends
and runs another D&D game with members of
his family. Group members include people in
Virginia, Florida, South Carolina and Iowa.
“We’re pretty spread out, so now it’s pretty
cool,” Bellinger says. “It allows us to stay in
touch. I don’t know that I would have much
contact with my friends otherwise.”
One of the current games now played
through the popular Roll 20 gaming platform
originated from one that Bellinger and his
friends started at the College of Charleston
in South Carolina. “That game ran for about
eight years with different people coming in or
going out,” he says.
Roll 20 makes game play smooth and
easy when coupled with a communications
platform called Discord that allows for group
chats and messaging.
While those platforms are relatively new,
Bellinger says traditional gamers have been
taking advantage of internet connections
since the introduction of the World Wide Web.
And before that, players used text-based multiuser dungeons, or MUDs, to meet up online
for a gaming experience once confined to
table tops or living rooms. “So, there’s always
been ways to game online,” Bellinger says.
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Trail Blazers looking to grow all year long
BY JOHN CLAYTON
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Resources to establish 250 miles of snowmobiling trails, which
the club now maintains with a cadre of volunteers. The club also
hosts safety courses for snowmobilers. Holland estimates club
members record about 300 volunteer hours working on the trails
and marking them with signs.
The West Central
Trail Blazers club
tries to expand
participation in
snowmobiling.
Event photos courtesy of Brooke Kern of the Stevens County Times.

A

s the weather turns cold, things are just beginning to
heat up each year for the West Central Trail Blazers
snowmobile club, which formed in 1995.
The Trail Blazers annually host the Ice LeMans snowmobile
race and “radar runs,” which are drag races against the clock, on
Page Lake. Last year’s race was canceled due to extreme weather,
but the 2020 edition is set for Jan. 25-26 with registration for
competitors set for early Saturday morning.
While the race is the most visible event the club takes on, Trail
Blazers President Tom Holland says it’s just part of a plan for an
active club that supports snowmobiling. “We’re here in the winter
if there’s snow, but we’re trying to get more active,” he says.
“There are younger people joining the club now and being more
active, which is nice to see. If we can use that to propel us to getting more people and helping where we can, that’d be great.
“I’d like to do more in our community — more support,” he
says. “There are things we can do to help out. The race is an
important part of it in the winter, but we want to be as community-driven and do as much as we can."
The Douglas Area Trails Association combined with the Trail
Blazers to earn grants from the Minnesota Department of Natural
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“We have the machines to maintain the
trails,” says Dan Ehleringer, the club’s
trails coordinator. “We go out and make
sure the trees are trimmed and the grass
is knocked down and the bridges are put
together.”
All the work, which begins before the
cold weather moves in each winter, allows
enthusiasts to get outdoors after the first
snowfall. The miles of trails cared for by
the Trail Blazers are connected with a network of other trails across five counties.
Joining the Trail Blazers is inexpensive.
Dues for a basic membership are $15
for six months. A membership upgrade
that includes a life insurance policy and
an MNUSA membership is $35 every
six months. For more information, visit
wctrailblazers.com or find the club on
Facebook. 

When you hit the trails, remember to mix safety with the fun.
Follow these simple rules from the Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources:

Watch the weather and check trail conditions before riding.
Don't ride in adverse weather conditions. Plan your trip and check the trails
you’ll be riding prior to departure. Check the state’s Department of Natural
Resources website for trail conditions and trail maps.

DON’T DRINK ALCOHOL AND RIDE.
Alcohol is a factor in more than 70% of all fatal accidents in Minnesota, as well
as many nondeadly snowmobile accidents. Alcohol and drugs have a negative
effect on the driver’s vision, balance, coordination and reaction time. Passengers could keep this in mind, too. Don’t ride with people who drink and ride.
Minnesota is part of a larger coalition of snowmobiling states that supports
zero alcohol consumption before or during your ride.

The West Central Trail Blazers will host its
annual banquet Dec. 7 at the Old Number
One Bar and Grill.

NEVER RIDE ALONE.
Always ride with a friend on another snowmobile. If one machine is disabled,
you have another to get help.

DRESS FOR SAFETY AND SURVIVAL.
Always wear a quality DOT helmet and facemask. Wear layers of clothing to
keep warm and dry. Snowmobile suits, bibs, jackets, gloves and mittens should
cut the wind, repel water and keep you ventilated.

SLOW DOWN.
Excessive speed is a major factor in many accidents, especially at night. To help
avoid accidents, keep your nighttime speed under 40 mph.

STAY TO THE RIGHT.

Members of West Central Trail
Blazers work to maintain trails.

Almost every trail is a two-way trail. So, stay to the far right of the trail, especially on hills and corners. Obey all trail signs and cross roadways with extreme
caution.

Annual competitions add
excitement to the sport.
Event photos courtesy of Brooke Kern of the Stevens County Times.

STAY ON THE TRAIL OR STAY HOME.

Acira

Trespassing is a major complaint about snowmobilers and can result in trail
closure. Always stay on designated snowmobile trails. Venturing off trails can
result in accidents. Only ride on private property when you have the landowner’s permission.

RIDING ON ICE — LAKES AND RIVERS.
It is safest to avoid riding on lakes and rivers. If you must ride on ice, wear a life
jacket over your outer clothing. Stay on the marked trail and stay off ice that
has moving water, current, near or under it — ice in these areas may be thin
and weak.
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MIDWEST KITCHENS

A holiday delight

COOKIES!
The holiday season always
reminds Chef Shawn McManus,
owner of Savory Creations, of
helping his grandmother make
Christmas Cookies.

❄ Tips❄for❄ ❄
❄

❄

❄

GREAT COOKIES

• Gather all ingredients and materials together first, and make
sure you have accurate measuring devices. A good stand mixer
really helps, but the old-fashioned, handmade techniques
are just as good. Appreciation
and knowledge of both helps.
• Know your oven “hot spots” and
calibration temperatures to
ensure even baking.
• Make sure you don’t use too
much butter or things get messy
as the cookies will spread out
too much and be too thin.

I

t’s the most wonderful
time of the year, when
cooks around the country take to their kitchens to
bake Christmas cookies. It’s
a tradition that dates back
generations.

Chef Shawn McManus, owner of
Savory Creations, a boutique cooking
school in La Crosse, Wisconsin, well
remembers his grandmother taking his
hand, walking him into the kitchen and
putting him to work when it was time to
start making Christmas cookies.
“She would always place me on mixer
duty,” he recalls. “Every holiday season,
I would end up with that job, and I was
more interested in the frosting portion —
if she included that and would let me. But
that didn’t always happen. There’s a good
chance she knew I would have eaten more
frosting than learned about other techniques, such as spatula work and piping
bags.”
Years later, McManus would come to
appreciate those tasks as he climbed the
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culinary ladder, earning a spot on the
National Breakfast Battle Competition,
which Thomas’ English muffins sponsors.
He was one of 135 chefs from across the
country to participate, and he also earned
a top-five spot on Spike TV’s reality cooking show “Frankenfood.”
But it’s the holidays that take him back
to his childhood in his grandma’s kitchen.
She’s gone now, so he bakes and cooks
with his mother. “I spend most holidays
with her, and she uses all of my grandmother’s recipes, so I usually prepare
the main meals, and she does the baking,” McManus says. “In a way, it’s the
memories of my grandma that make the
experience more memorable. Food is
memories!”
Through Savory Creations, McManus
offers classes year-round at various venues
around La Crosse, including banquet halls,
wineries and private homes by request.
One of the most popular offerings is his
Christmas cookie class, where students
young and old learn some of his favorite
recipes. “Cookies are spectacular during
the holidays,” he says, and he offers the
following tips for sweet success. 

• Rotating your pans in the oven
every so often also ensures even
baking.
• Most importantly, have fun with
the experience, and get the
children involved.

Take a class

.

Shawn McManus offers cooking
classes throughout the year in
locations around La Crosse. To learn
more or see the lineup, including
his Christmas cookie class, go to
www.savorycreations.tv
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❄

❄

Whether you prefer
crunchy biscotti or
whimsical gingerbread
men and other characters of the Yuletide
season, there’s a
good chance you’ll
be sneaking a cookie
from the cookie jar or
attaching a bow to a
tin of cookies to take
to a friend at least
once during the holidays. Here are some of
McManus’ favorites.

❄
AMISH SUGAR COOKIES
4 1/2
1
1
1
1
1
1
2
1

cups all-purpose flour
teaspoon baking soda
teaspoon cream of tartar
cup butter, softened
cup vegetable oil
cup sugar
cup confectioners’ sugar
large eggs, room temperature
teaspoon vanilla extract

Heat oven to 375 F and line a baking
sheet with parchment paper. In a large
bowl, whisk together the flour, baking
soda and cream of tartar. Set aside.
In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with
the paddle attachment, cream together
the butter, oil and sugars on mediumhigh speed until light and fluffy, scraping
the sides as necessary.
Reduce mixer speed to medium and add
the eggs, one at a time, mixing just until
combined. Add the vanilla and mix until
combined.
Reduce mixer speed to low and add flour
in three additions, scraping down the
sides as necessary.

Drop dough by 2 tablespoons each onto
the prepared baking sheet, spacing 2
inches apart. Bake for 8 to 10 minutes,
just until the edges begin to darken.
Let cool on baking sheet. Decorate as
desired.

CRAISIN BUTTERSCOTCH
COOKIES
1 1/2 cups packed brown sugar
1 cup butter or margarine, softened
1 teaspoon vanilla
1 egg
2 cups quick-cooking oats
1 1/2 cups all-purpose or unbleached
		flour
1 teaspoon baking soda
1/4 teaspoon salt
1 cup Craisins
1 cup butterscotch chips
1 cup chopped pecans
Heat oven to 350 F. In large bowl, stir
brown sugar and butter until blended. Stir
in vanilla and egg until light and fluffy. Stir
in oats, flour, baking soda and salt; stir in
Craisins, butterscotch chips and nuts.
Onto ungreased cookie sheet, drop dough
by rounded tablespoonfuls about 2 inches

❄

apart. Bake 10 to 12 minutes or until
golden brown. Cool slightly; remove from
cookie sheet to wire rack.

MILK CHOCOLATE WALNUT
COOKIES
3/4
3/4
1
1
1
2
1
1/2
1
1

cup granulated sugar
cup packed brown sugar
cup butter
teaspoon vanilla
egg
1/4 cups all-purpose flour
teaspoon baking soda
teaspoon salt
cup coarsely chopped walnuts
cup milk chocolate chips

Mix together sugars, butter, vanilla and
egg in large bowl. Stir in flour, baking soda
and salt (dough will be stiff). Stir in nuts
and chocolate chips.
Drop dough by rounded tablespoonfuls
about 2 inches apart onto ungreased
cookie sheet.
Bake 8 to 10 minutes or until light brown
(centers will be soft). Cool slightly. Remove
from cookie sheet and cool cookies on a
wire rack.
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Give your
devices the
speed you need
— upgrade to
Happy Home
today.
Enjoy a 100 Mbps internet
package, local phone and
Home Integrated Wi-Fi,
complete with a router, for only
$79.95 monthly* + taxes &
surcharges.
Now available without a local
phone for $84.95 (no additional
taxes or surcharges).

Bonus:

A Wi-Fi extender — boost the signal to all parts of your home — is just
$6.95 monthly. Each additional extender is $4.95 monthly.

Call us today at 320-585-4875 or 320-568-2105
to schedule your Happy Home installation.
*Taxes and governmental surcharges apply.

