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INTRODUCTION

BY THE NUMBERS
27,296
Population of Wells County,

11,969 
Housing Units

$56,265 
Median Household Income (ranking 
27th among the state's 92 counties, 
putting Wells County well above the 
state average.

$42,730
Per capita Income (ranking 33rd

$120,700 
Median Value 
Owner-Occupied Homes

$674  
Median rent, monthly

91.1% 
Adults with H.S. education  (15th)

18.1  
with B.A. degree or higher (38th)

5,035  
School enrollment

Population of
Incorporated Communities 
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We had hoped for a better year ...

... yet inspiration and comfort prevail.
The year 2020 will be a memorable one, 

of that I am sure. We will remember the 
good, the bad and every unpredictable, heart-
breaking, and joyful moment in between. We 
will remember what was lost but also what 
we gained.

Each year, our Who We Are magazine 
serves as a time capsule of sorts to document 
and honor the people, businesses and orga-
nizations that have shaped our community’s 
past, present and future. This edition is cer-
tainly no exception.

Inside these pages you will hear from 
community leaders about what they will remember from 
a most unusual spring. You will hear about how our 
community adapted to overcome trials while remember-
ing to celebrate the victories. You will learn how the 
community overcame adversity together in a variety of 
ways.

I have heard time and time again that band-
ing together is something Wells County always 
does in times of hardship, and I believe that has 
already been on full display so far this year. I 
will always remember that about 2020.

You will hear from people who have goals 
and a vision for the future, regardless of what 
the current situation may be. You will read 
about innovations, milestones, retirements and 
people making a difference in the community 
each and every day —even in ordinary times 
and often without fanfare.

These are individuals whose actions, big and 
small, are making a wide impact across the county. I 
hope these stories inspire you and comfort you. I hope 
you connect with the people we have written about this 
year, and that you can learn something from them.

These are the stories that will help define 2020 for 
our community. These are the stories of who we are. �

Jessica Bricker
Editor

  It’s been a year, hasn’t it?
  As the last few minutes of 2019 ticked 

away I was more than ready for a fresh start. 
Last year was incredibly challenging for me 
both personally and professionally. 

  My year of challenges started by turning 
50 which seemed like a big deal at the time. 
It isn’t. There was a cyber-attack. I had some 
surgery. All within the first two weeks.

  Skipping ahead, my wife and I became 
empty-nesters. To say that she handled it 
much better than I would be an understate-
ment. For months, I desperately missed the 
days of the four of us being together under 
one roof. It happened once and I soaked up every glori-
ous moment as if it would never happen again.

  You never know. 
  Capping off 2019, in late November I was involved 

in a head-on collision that left me with minor injuries 

but incredibly grateful for my family, my job 
and my health. 

  I was ready for 2019 to end.
  Who knew what was coming for all of us 

when that clock hit midnight.
  Despite everything 2020 has thrown at us, 

I feel upbeat. Life is good. I am blessed.
  We’ve all been hit with some serious 

adversity. I believe that it’s not always the 
adversity that is remembered, it’s how people 
respond to it that carries on.

  We have filled these pages with those 
kinds of people. People who will be remem-
bered, even in a year that we’d all like to 

forget, for their contributions to Wells County. Positive 
stories abound even during a pandemic. 

We are blessed. It’s tough to remember sometimes 
but I hope that’s your takeaway message from these 
stories. We proudly present Who We Are, 2020. �

Doug Brown
Publisher

XY
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Wells County deals with a pandemic
Perhaps it wasn’t the ‘How we do our jobs’ that was impacted the most, but the ‘Why we do our jobs’ became a little clearer. 

— Bluffton Police Chief Kyle Randall 

Mask-makers have had a busy time
By JESSICA BRICKER

After schools moved to remote 
learning this spring during the COVID-
19 pandemic, a Norwell teen went to 
work at her sewing machine.

Within her first two weeks, Maken-
zie Fuess made 75 fabric masks for 
people to wear in an effort to stop the 
spread of COVID-19. By late May, she 
had made more than 300.

Her connection to the need for the 
protective items is a personal one. Her 
mom Joye Fuess works in healthcare 
and mentioned different hospitals were 
asking people to make masks. They 
looked up patterns online.

“And I knew that was something I 
could do to help out,” Makenzie said in 
March.

People donated money to her in 
order to buy materials and then Work 
Wear Clothing Xpress in Decatur 
donated materials for her to use as well.

In addition to individuals who have 
asked for them, Makenzie sent some to 
a zookeeper church friend at the Fort 
Wayne Children’s Zoo, where those 
who work with primates must wear 
protective equipment “because humans 
and primates can pass diseases to each 
other,” Fuess said. Other zoo workers 
wear masks because of the dusty shav-
ings and alfalfa that they deal with. 

She has also sent them to Adams 
Memorial Hospital where her mom 
works as a speech pathologist. That 
organization also owns two nursing 
homes, so officials have dispersed them 
where needed across the network, Fuess 
said.

When one of her coworkers walked 
in with one of her daughter’s masks on 
one day, Fuess said it brought the proj-
ect full circle.

As a family on the go, sheltering in 
place was a change of pace, Fuess said. 
There was more time for family meals, 
to get stuff done around the house and 
just be together.

“You take the good with the bad and 
(we’re) just making the most of this 

time,” she said.
Fuess said her daughter is an active 

girl — Makenzie, who just finished 
eighth grade, plays soccer and bas-
ketball — and there are activities she 
would have done in the spring if she 
could. But she understands the situa-
tion.

“It would be easy to be disappointed 
and kind of feel sorry for yourself, but 
for her to put that aside and want to 
help not only me and my coworkers but 
other people in the healthcare world, it 
means a lot to us,” Fuess said.

And as more people became aware 
that Makenzie was making the masks, 
many people started requesting them 
for themselves and their families, Fuess 
said.

“The need for children’s masks 
arose, so Kenzie began researching 
appropriate sizes/patterns and tailored 

her materials to fit kids faces as 
well. She wanted to make the 
kids’ masks appealing, in hopes 
that they would be more willing to 
wear them,” Fuess said. “She pur-
chased action hero, Disney char-
acter/princesses, and other fun/
vibrant fabric and let kids pick out 
their own colors and designs. She 
enjoyed picking out fun colored 
fabric for women but also made 
sure she had enough fabric on 
hand that men would appreciate 
and be willing to wear as well.” 

Fuess said several local busi-
nesses asked Makenzie to make 
masks for their employees to wear 
when they return to work. And 
while she never charged for her 
masks, people donated money to 
allow her to replenish her supplies 
and continue to buy materials.

“This has been such a good 
project for Kenzie,” Fuess said. 
“She loves to sew and she feels 
her sewing skills have allowed 
her to help others and give back 
to her community during this pan-
demic.”

Makenzie was part of an army 
of countless sewers this year sewing 
masks for nursing homes, hospitals 
and community members. Some were 
other individuals at home, such as Carol 
Young of Ossian and Vicki Andrews 
of rural Warren, doing what they could 
with the supplies they could get their 
hands on.

Others, like a group at A Perfect 
Blend in Bluffton, created an assembly 
line of sorts. The storefront of the shop 
on the city’s south side closed per the 
governor’s order but Natasha Gilgen 
and her family passed the time making 
masks.

 “I know there’s a lot of people 
making them all over town and in the 
county, so I cannot imagine the volume 
that is being made right now,” Gil-
gen said in March. “It has to be in the 
thousands.”�

Makenzie Fuess, 14, holds up some of the 
masks she has recently made for healthcare 
workers and others while out of school. (Photo 
provided)

The News-Banner asked a number 
of community leaders to share and 
reflect on the changes brought by 
the spring of 2020. Their responses:

Connie Kaehr
Wells County Food Bank
It definitely affected how we serve our 

clients. However, with the local churches 
and other people 
reaching out to help 
wherever they can, 
our numbers of fami-
lies have been less. 
We believe that’s a 
good thing, showing 
us the great love and 
caring actions of so 
many reflects on the 
great community we 
live in.

The grandkids not going to school was 
probably the biggest adjustment for our 
family. But what I will remember most is 
the masks, the social distancing, not eat-
ing out ... but I loved being at home and 
the slower pace.

———

Stephanie Hensley
Markle Town Clerk
On the personal side of things, the 

pandemic has made for a very interest-
ing home situation. My husband works 
at General Motors and has been off 
work for a couple of 
months. It’s been nice 
to have him home 
more. My daughter 
is a second-grader at 
Lancaster Elementary 
and has been home 
doing eLearning. 
Most days eLearn-
ing went really well, 
but it definitely started to wear on her 
towards the end. She misses her friends 
and school. 

We miss hugging our extended fam-
ily members and seeing friends regularly. 
Overall though, this has actually been 
really nice for us in some ways. We have 
slowed down, not ran so much, and 
really enjoyed being home with each 
other. I think trying to find the good has 
made things a bit easier. �
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 I think what I will remember most from 
spring 2020 will be how strange every-
thing has felt. At first it was just so surreal 
and I couldn’t believe what was happen-
ing. It’s still strange, but I think we’re get-
ting used to how things are going and it’s 
becoming that “new normal” we’ve heard 
so much about. 
I also hope to look back and remember 
some of the fun things we’ve done as a 
family, like game nights, campfires in the 
back yard, and lots of fishing. I do know 
one thing is for sure, it will be a spring I 
will never forget. 

———

Steve Baker
Principal, Bluffton High School
I love the interactions with students 

and faculty. I missed those more than I 
thought I would. Virtual meetings were 
necessary to communicate but they 
never take the place of human interac-
tion. 

Many of our students needed addi-
tional support and 
resources. We had to 
provide those items 
from a distance. Hav-
ing students in our 
building allows us to 
provide consistent 
support in many areas 
of their lives.

On a personal level, we had a grand-
daughter born in the middle of the 
stay-at-home order in Indianapolis. We 
were not able to see her for the first six 
weeks of her life. FaceTime was utilized 

Local health department shifts 
to testing, contact-tracing

By DEVAN FILCHAK
Some people aren’t exactly sure what 

the Wells County Health Department 
does. 

The department has been more preva-
lent lately due to efforts to stop the spread 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. But even 
when there was drive-through testing in 
Bluffton in May, people saw the Indi-
ana State Department of Health handling 
that, although the local department helped 
behind the scenes. 

The health department is constantly 
doing work behind the scenes, said Dr. 
Kay Johnson, Wells County health officer. 
“A health department is generally doing 
a good job if you don’t hear much about 
them.”

Marlene Hoag, deputy health admin-
istrator, said the first way to understand 
what the health department does is to 
understand the difference between public 
health and medical health. 

Medical health is what people tend to 
be more familiar with. Medical health 
primarily treats patients when it comes to 
health conditions. Public health, 
which is what the health depart-
ment is part of, deals primarily 
with prevention. 

All of the types of services 
the health department provides 
— vital records, public health 
nursing, environmental services, 
food division, septic division, 
and public health preparedness 
— all come back to prevention. 
Without environmental and sep-
tic services, waste wouldn’t be 
disposed of properly and it could 
affect the water supply. The department 
conducts regular health inspections at res-
taurants and other food supply businesses 
to make sure food is safe to prevent food-
borne illnesses. 

On a regular basis, people most often 
come in to get birth or death records or 
they come in to get immunizations. The 
health department offers most child and 
adult vaccines. They also offer tubercu-
losis tests, which are required by some 
employers. 

The health department is also regula-
tory, which Hoag said hurts the popular-
ity of the department. When people don’t 
have septic systems or violate health 
codes, it’s up to the health department to 
confront the issue head on. 

But with that comes education, which 

is a huge focus of the health department. 
Johnson said that is done through the 
website and issuing releases into the com-
munity. Hoag said it also comes in phone 

calls. 
People frequently call with 

questions about immunizations and 
health concerns. Lately, calls have 
seemed endless with questions and 
concerns relating to the COVID-
19 pandemic. Hoag said common 
requests are to know the identities 
of those diagnosed with COVID-
19 (which is protected by Health 
Insurance Portability and Account-
ability Act) and to see if there are 
antibody testing around to see if 
someone has already had the dis-

ease. Hoag said health officials are only 
worried about testing for the disease itself 
right now, and it isn’t even known if anti-
body tests are effective or accurate at this 
point. 

Through the pandemic, recommen-
dations for how people can best protect 
themselves have changed. Initially, the 
Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion recommended that only medical 
personnel wear masks. Now, people are 
encourage by the CDC and health depart-
ments to wear masks to stop the spread of 
COVID-19. 

Johnson and Hoag both say that is just 
how science works. Hoag described it as 
a monster that hasn’t yet been truly iden-
tified. She added that there’s no way to 
even know when COVID-19 started and 

that it could have been what people were 
sick with it at the end of last year since 
doctors weren’t looking for COVID-19 
yet. 

Nonetheless, it is up to health depart-
ments across the country to release pan-
demic guidelines as they come along. 

Along the lines of COVID-19, Hoag 
updates the News-Banner each time more 
people are diagnosed in Wells County. 
Only information about what age range 
they are in and gender are released. 

But on the health department’s side, 
the work isn’t done for that patient. Con-
tact tracing is done, where the health 
department calls each person with about 
seven pages of questions, Hoag said. The 
questions include people they’ve been in 
contact with so that the disease can be 
tracked and hopefully prevented. 

Even information about the symptoms 
of COVID-19 keeps changing. Hoag said 
the symptoms that were initially released 
were upper respiratory issues, a cough 
and a fever. She’s been surprised to hear 
some of the Wells County COVID-19 
patients report stomach cramps and diges-
tive issues. Other people have reported 
loss of taste and smell as their only symp-
toms. 

Regardless, Hoag said the safest strat-
egy is to act like everyone has COVID-
19 since it can be spread by people who 
don’t have any symptoms as well.

That’s all anyone can really do until 
there’s a vaccine developed for COVID-
19.�

Marlene 
Hoag

Indiana State Department of Health workers are shown above outside of a tent during the 
drive through testing in Bluffton for COVID-19. (File photo by Jessica Bricker)

Pandemic reflections
(Continued from Page 3)
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but nothing can replace holding a new 
granddaughter in your arms.

———

John Whicker
Bluffton Mayor
Not attending meetings in person had 

the biggest impact. Zoom and other alter-
natives fall short of the interaction you 
get in a “face to face” 
meeting. The stay-at-
home piece created 
some issues with our 
outside vendors in 
terms of being able 
to communicate with 
them.

At home, we obvi-
ously did not dine out 
as we normally did. We missed the oppor-
tunity to visit my brothers and sisters in the 
Indianapolis area and our daughter, Jen-
nifer, works at Christian Care, so we were 
really careful not to needlessly expose her 
to any potential hazards.

I will remember what happens to a 
society that is restricted in their movement 
and the economic impact it has had on all 
of us. It will be interesting to see how his-
torians will view this pandemic.

———

Dan Lipp
General Insurance Agency
The face-to-face interaction with our 

clients was basically eliminated. Most of 
our business activities 
were done via email 
and attached quotes, 
applications, etc. 

My wife (Jennifer) 
has been a Lutheran 
Hospital employee for 
25 years. She is an RN 
in the Coronary Inten-
sive Care unit. Once 
the virus hit, her floor was immediately 
converted to the COVID-19 floor for sick 
patients. This was very difficult and scary 
for our family to go along with — going to 
work each and every day as an essential 
employee running a business in Bluffton. 

Jennifer has handled it like a true hero 
and could probably share much more 
than what I can about facing this battle 
head on. Watching her go into work gave 
me all the motivation that I needed to do 
my part. 

My daughter Lauren was sent home 
from Ball State and my other daughter 
Lainie was home from Norwell. It was 
very difficult but we have pulled through 
all of this thus far and have learned a lot 
as a family. I was basically quarantined 
with all females which can be a bit diffi-
cult at times, including two female dogs.

———

Beth Davis
Wells County Clerk
We had to shift gears on court-work 

and elections. The judges filed for emer-
gency measures 
under Indiana Admin-
istrative Rule 17 which 
led to a lot of resched-
uling in court cases, 
among other things. 

The courthouse 
was closed to the 
public so we had to 
schedule appoint-
ments for some filing that could not be 
e-filed. We added the marriage license 
application to our website so anyone 
that was getting married within two 
weeks would be able to start the appli-
cation online so we could make an 
appointment for them to come in and 
finalize it in our office. 

The Primary Election was just waiting 
and waiting on the State Election Com-
mission to make a decision on how to 
proceed; they were thinking about doing 
an “all-mail election” so we started order-
ing extra supplies in case they went that 
way. We didn’t budget for that much 
postage so we had to transfer within the 
Election Board Budget to cover the cost 
of extra postage. 

Once the Indiana Election Commis-
sion postponed the primary, we started 
working on the changes that we � 
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By BOB CAYLOR
Months of pandemic restrictions cut 

into restaurant sales but also showed local 
restaurants that established customers — 
and some new ones, too — were there to 
keep them going through a crisis.

When the state ordered restaurants to 
end dine-in service March 16, El Cami-
no Real and The Corner Depot in Bluff-
ton and The Pickle in Markle faced what 
could have been a crippling handicap. 
Instead, they came through weeks of con-
straint on their businesses with relatively 
strong sales and abundant evidence of 
customer loyalty.

At The Pickle, owners Jon and Tracy 
Goetz think they earned about two-thirds 
of the revenue they would have under 
normal circumstances. The Corner Depot, 
Barb Schwartz, who owns the restaurant 
with her husband, Gary Schwartz, said 
their carry-out-only service has brought in 
about 60 percent of the usual sales. Man-
ager Carlos Contreras at El Camino Real 
said sales were down about 50 percent, 
but customer traffic for carry-out ramped 
up quickly after a very slow first week 
following the March shutdown. 

The Corner Depot has long offered car-
ry-out for customers, and the staff quickly 
reworked the operation to ramp that up. 
The wait staff became carhops, deliver-
ing orders to customers parked outside. 
Indoors, the front dining area became the 
staging area to package the orders to go. A 
single long table was filled with clamshell 
foam boxes for food, as well as straws, 
napkins, condiments and bags. 

Barb Schwartz says many regular cus-
tomers accustomed to meals in the restau-
rant made the switch to carry-out; a few 
of the most devoted sometimes ordered 
twice in a day. The restaurant also got a 
big boost from some large catering orders, 
too. She mentioned that FedEx in New 
Haven ordered 340 personal pan pizzas 
once. On another occasion, it bought 200 
box lunches. Many businesses closer to 
home came through to support the restau-
rant, too, she said, mentioning Outdoor 
Concepts, Family Ford, Troxel Equip-
ment and Pretzels Inc., among others. 

As of late May, Corner Depot was still 
running carry-out only. Barb Schwartz 
said she planned to reopen June 15, when 
seating 75 percent of a restaurant’s capac-
ity will be allowed. Trying to reopen with 
social distancing at 50 percent capacity 
was too difficult, given the configuration 
of seating in the restaurant. 

A couple of people on the staff decid-
ed to stay home during the closure, she 

said. Although they cut some hours, the 
other 22 people working there still had 
jobs through the time of the stay-at-home 
orders.

“We’re still running our regular spe-
cials,” she said. “We’re trying to run as 
normal as possible.” Throughout, she’s 
chosen to approach reopening cautiously. 
Many of The Corner Depot’s regulars are 
older people, typically more likely to suf-
fer worse effects from COVID-19. 

Of the three restaurants, The Pickle 
changed how it did business the most, and 
it changed quickly. Before the COVID-
19 shutdown, 90 percent of its sales came 
from food and drink sold to people din-
ing in. Without any dining in, the restau-
rant still hit about two-thirds of its normal 
revenue, said co-owner Tracy Goetz. “It’s 
rolled the right way for us,” she said.

It didn’t roll the right way all on its 
own. As soon as Gov. Eric Holcomb 
announced the ban on dining-in, the 
Goetzes cut short an anniversary trip to 
Louisville and came home to meet with 
the staff to plan.

A major change: They began their first 
delivery business. They told their sons — 
Seth, 19, and Kai, 21 — to start the deliv-
eries and put them in charge, including 
finding drivers and scheduling their shifts. 
“They crushed it! They knocked it out of 
the park!” said Jon Goetz. 

That home run on deliveries was cru-
cial to the business. “Between March 18 
and May 11, they made 500 deliveries,” 
Tracy Goetz said. That was about a quar-
ter of The Pickle’s sales. The other 75 
percent came from a surge in demand for 
carry-out. 

Tracy Goetz said that in addition to 
their regular customers, they met quite 
a few people they’ve never seen before, 
including many from Fort Wayne. 

They stopped the deliveries as soon 

as the restaurant reopened 
for dining in. But regulars 
discovered a long-term 
change that began during 
the shut-down: The Pickle 
went non-smoking. “It 
was the right thing to do, 
and the right time to do 
it,” Jon Goetz said. Prep-
ping the premises to reopen 
non-smoking also gave 
the Goetzes a big proj-
ect to help keep their staff 
employed.

Two members of their 
staff chose to stay home 
during the stay-at-home 
order. Jon Goetz said he 
knew that the wait staff 
would be hurt without tips 
from serving customers in 
the bar and restaurant, so he raised their 
wages. Carryout didn’t keep the wait staff 
nearly as busy, so they cleaned every sur-
face in the building, he said. The scrubbed 
walls and bleached floors. “It smells so 
good now,” Jon Goetz remarked. Now, 
they say, they’re seeing new faces in The 
Pickle because word is getting around that 
it’s become a nonsmoking establishment.

At El Camino Real, “in the begin-
ning, we struggled a little bit,” said man-
ager Carlos Contreras. The first week of 
the ban on dining in was pretty slow, but 
the restaurant soon rebounded to about 
half its usual sales. They had to lay off 
some employees, but they were rehired 
for the resumption of in-store dining in 
May. During a lunch hour in the second 
week after El Camino reopened to diners, 
the restaurant was filled to its 50-percent 
capacity, and a few customers waited 
outside for texts telling them a table had 
opened up for them. 

Inside, every person on the staff wore 

matching black face masks and gloves. El 
Camino has had a solid carry-out business 
for a long time, and that continued. The 
restaurant didn’t experiment with deliver-
ies during the stay-at-home order.

Contreras said that he saw many cus-
tomers he knows so well that he knows 
their regular orders. The COVID-19 shut-
down was no time to explore new dining; 
he found those regulars stuck with their 
regular orders. “They say they don’t want 
to change,” he said. 

El Camino suffered during the shut-
down because they lost many big orders. 
During the spring, the restaurant typically 
sells food for many rehearsals, gradu-
ations and birthdays. The parties that 
accompany those celebrations stopped, 
and with them, the big orders. 

Now Contreras is confident the restaurant 
will be fine in the long run. Seeing strong 
support from so many customers during a 
difficult time has been encouraging.

“Right now, we realize how important 
our job is,” he said. �

Corner Depot manager Barb Schwartz, right, bags a lunch for carry-out as 
waitress Sandy Martin and waiter Bill Cowens assist. (Photos by Bob Caylor)

Owner Rosa Bravo and manager Carlos Contreras watch as 
sous chef Eusebio Orduna, in orange shirt, and head chef 
Fidencio Alberto, bending over, prepare dishes at lunch.

Jon and 
Tracy Goetz, 
who own 
The Pickle, 
pose behind 
the bar with 
a freshly 
made pizza.

Restaurants learn to adaptRestaurants learn to adapt
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needed to make. 
We sent out 1,738 ballots by mail this 

year; in the 2018 primary we mailed 52 
ballots, in 2016 primary we mailed 97 bal-
lots. Quite a difference. All of that takes a 
lot of time. 

Since the nursing homes were not let-
ting anyone in, we worked with the direc-
tors to vote everyone that wanted to vote 
by mail instead of sending in a traveling 
board like we have in the past.

———

Scott Mills
Superintendent, NWCS
The biggest impact in my job was 

the volume of new information I had 
to acquire and process in a short 
amount of time. We 
had talked about 
pandemics before, 
but those scenarios 
never considered 
that the disease caus-
ing a total shut-down 
of school attendance. 
The shift to remote 
learning had to be 
rapid. 

In addition, the number of meet-
ings and briefings are occurring on a 
daily basis. It is kind of comical to think 
what now comes to mind when I hear 

the word zoom.
On a personal level, I was unable 

to visit my grandson for 10 weeks and 
I still have not visited my 80-year-old 
mother since the pandemic started.

I will remember the panic buying of 
toilet paper for sure. I will remember 
the heart break of our boys basketball 
team that was headed to the New Cas-
tle Regional only for it to be cancelled. 
I will remember all the wonderful 
people who rose to the occasion and 
helped make the whole situation easier 
for people in need.

———

Andy Carnall
Wells County Prosecutor
I will very much remember how the 

pandemic affected 
my son and his class-
mates, the senior 
class of 2020 at Bluff-
ton High School. 

The class’s final 
sports season was 
cancelled, prom was 
cancelled, Class Day 
was turned into a 
video presentation, 
the year-end sports award programs 
were cancelled and rolled into the Class 
Day video, and the actual graduation cer-
emony will have been put off until July. 

Also, although less obvious, they 

missed out on that sense of anticipation 
and excitement that seniors experience 
while attending school as their last day 
approaches. 

But I will also remember the way that 
the school system and the community 
as a whole came together; organizing 
online meetings and forums, creating 
the Class Day video, implementing an 
“adopt a senior” program and generally 
trying to lessen the loss as much as they 
could.

———

Bill Horan
County Extension Director
I feel like my job has been turned 

on its head. Since Purdue Extension has 
some strict health 
and safety guidelines, 
coordinating the 4-H 
Program has been 
challenging. Working 
remotely from home 
and going without 
face-to-face meetings 
for over two months 
is difficult, and all of 
this is happening as 
we try to plan for our 2020 4-H Fair in 
July. This year’s 4-H Fair will not be nor-
mal, but we will make it the best we can 
under these circumstances.

Meanwhile, my mother passed away 
this spring from the COVID-19 virus. I 

met my eight siblings at the graveyard, 
and we sang and prayed together, but 
we could not even share hugs. Mother’s 
Day 2020 was bittersweet. You never 
know what burdens people are carrying. 
Please be kind and be safe.

———

Steve Surbaugh
Pastor, Life Community Church
One of the greatest tools a pastor has 

in shepherding is the 
power of presence — 
presence in a hospital 
room, living room, or 
church prayer room 
brings tremendous 
comfort and security 
during both hard and 
peaceful times. COVID-
19 took that tool away. 

However, like any 
good contractor, one 
has to adapt to tools they don’t have. 
It seems God turned this isolation from 
others, the lack of presence, into some-
thing for my good. A gentle reminder 
that people’s value has nothing to do 
with how much they attend a service 
or how much I see them, but simply 
because they are his image-bearers. 

I needed that, and I am thankful for 
new tools and a heart that was hum-
bled. 

I will remember two things. First, I will 
remember that having the options � 

Pandemic reflections
(Continued from Page 5)
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Responding, recovering, reimagining, rebuilding

Local United Way takes the pandemic head-on
By DEVAN FILCHAK

United Way of Wells County has seen 
even more need in the community due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Businesses and individuals have con-
tributed to the COVID-19 Relief Fund, 
which has been combined with the Faith 
Fund, which regularly helps people pay 
rent or utilities when needed. 

Pamela Beckford of the United Way 
of Wells County said they’ve expanded 
the program to help people more. The 
only thing is the individuals asking for 
help have to prove that the economic 
hardship they are in is specifically due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The local United Way also received a 
$175,000 COVID-19 Economic Relief 
Initiative grant, which will go toward 
helping local child care businesses and 
non-profits as well as building a better 
future to help workers with children. 
The funding was determined based on 
the population of Wells County. 

“We were really lucky to get that 
because in anybody’s book, that’s a sig-
nificant amount of money,” Beckford 
said. 

The grant is through a partnership 
between Lilly Endowment Inc. and Indi-
ana United Ways, of which the Wells 
County organization is a mem-
ber. The funds will help various 
nonprofits boost their efforts 
during the pandemic.

Beckford said the money 
is essentially split into two 
phases. The first phase, toward 
which about $100,000 of the 
grant will go, is to help busi-
nesses with whatever needs 
they have when it comes to 
reopening, such as personal 
protective equipment and put-
ting more money toward payroll so that 
the business can be cleaned properly on 
daily basis.  

“Our priorities are to help child care 
(facilities) stay in business,” Beckford 
said. “We don’t have enough already so 
we can’t really afford to lose any. We 
want to do what we can to make sure 
they stay in business.”

Childcare facilities work with razor-
thin margins, Beckford said, and she 
has seen a study that shows if the facil-
ity isn’t at 75 percent capacity or even 
higher, they aren’t making money. 

“If we all had to pay what it truly 
costs to have our kids taken care of, 
none of us could ever afford to go to 
work,” she said. 

Some organizations who work with 
people face to face may now need tech-
nology to help them do their jobs with-
out having to be in the same room. 

“We’re not pretending we think we 
know what everybody needs. It’s up to 

them; it’s not up to us,” she said.
More businesses applied than 

what could get the funds, Beck-
ford said, but the funding will 
have an impact in the community. 

The second phase for the fund-
ing will be a type of child care 
that will be brand new to Wells 
County. Beckford said whether it 
is through a new child care facility 
or an existing one, she would like 
there to be a nurse on staff that 
could provide sick-child care. 

“Everyone tells me I have a pretty 
lofty goal but that’s been my goal for a 
long time: what can we do about getting 
some sick-child care,” Beckford said. 

When children are sick, they can’t go 
to daycare, especially during a pandem-
ic. That leads to parents missing income 
or having to figure out other arrange-
ments at the last minute so that they can 
work. 

“We want this ERI money to be trans-
formational,” Beckford said. “That’s 
what that second phase would be. It 
would be transformational funding.”

When it comes to a pandemic, Beck-
ford said there are four steps to return-
ing to whatever the new normal is — 
responding, recovering, reimagining, 

and rebuilding. 
The community and United Way have 

been responding and doing what they 
can to assist recovery. Beckford said the 
second phase is her reimagining what 
child care looks like in Wells County. 
Rebuilding will come in 2021 as Beck-
ford works on bringing sick-child care 
to the community. 

Beckford said she hopes people see 
just how important child care is since 
in-person classes ended at schools about 
halfway through the last semester and 
parents had to figure out what to do. 

“We are being very intentional about 
how can we make the biggest impact in 
the community,” she said. “This is what 
United Way is all about. It’s how can we 
support the community. What can we 
do? Because we’re United Way, there’s 
the foundation and things who look 
to us because they know we are on the 
ground in our communities and we can 
make a difference.”

The United Way of Wells County 
helps people year-round, pandemic or 
not. Beckford said she worries about 
how the pandemic will impact fundrais-
ing, creating a tough campaign season 
for the United Way. 

Many businesses aren’t letting out-
side guests in the building, which is how 
Beckford typically campaigns. So now 
it is time to find another way, whether it 
be electronically or otherwise. 

“We’ll see if we can teach an old dog 
new tricks,” Beckford said. �

Pamela 
Beckford

The United Way of Wells County is located at 122 Lamar St., Suite 118, Bluffton. (Photo by 
Devan Filchak)

of things to “do” taken away helped me  
see that to “be” with my family is far better 
than the things that we “do.” 

Secondly, I will lament how uneasy, and 
in some circumstances, how hostile we 
have become towards one another. 

Social distancing has seemed to create 
an uneasiness of being around others. I 
lament that. 

Political and cultural rhetoric have ush-
ered in considerably more division and 
hostility towards one another. I lament that 
as well. 
———

Ron Freeman
Pak-a-Sak Stores
Since we began Pak-A-Sak in 1980 

we have, with a few exceptions, always 
been a 24 hour a 
day business. How-
ever, due to the 
stay-at-home orders 
we realized that our 
overnight business 
would be almost 
eliminated due to the 
large number of fac-
tory closings. So we 
reduced our operat-
ing hours to 6 a.m to 10 p.m. It was a 
big adjustment for our store managers 
who had never had to develop closing 
procedures.

Perhaps what I will most remember 
is that during the first week or two of 
the shutdown, there were certain hours 
of the day when it seemed there were 
no cars on the roads. That seemed very 
eerie.
———

Tim Babcock
Bluffton attorney
For the first time in 29 years, I found 

myself without something to do on the 
Sunday of Memorial Day weekend (and 
Monday, too, which you always held 
open in case it rained on Sunday). 

For the past few years, my sons have 
gone with my dad and me to the Indy 
500, so it was disap-
pointing to miss out 
on what is becoming 
a new family tradition 
of all of us enjoying 
the race together. We 
are hopeful that the 
race will run as sched-
uled in August. In 
fact, my youngest son 
may be the only person happy with the 
postponement because he would have 
missed this year’s race for a baseball 
tournament.

While the actual race itself will likely 
be just as exciting in August (hopefully 
with less threat of rain), I’m guessing it 
will feel very different. The Indy 500 � 

Pandemic reflections
(Continued from Page 7)
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By JESSICA BRICKER
First came the video, then came the 

signs.
As the nation began to adjust to life 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, Wells 
County businessmen Quinn Kumfer and 
Jeff Lemler produced a video encourag-
ing the community to hang Christmas 
lights to “#LightUpWells.”

Sarah Campbell, who works as the 
project assistant with the Wells County 
Chamber of Commerce and Economic 
Development, says that idea was expand-
ed to include yard signs and window 
clings to promote “Faith, Hope and Love” 
in the community.

The hope, she said, was to come 
together and show support for one anoth-
er and shine bright during a dark time.

“The response from our Wells Coun-
ty community has been overwhelming 
throughout this entire pandemic,” said 
Campbell, adding, “The amount of sup-
port for our healthcare heroes, our small 
businesses, our families in need (has) 
been amazing.”

Campbell said Premier Signs was 
quick to turn around every order and get 
the items printed. The sale of the items 
raised money for others whose ongoing 
efforts would give back to the community 
in various ways during the pandemic.

By June, the effort raised more than 
$1,800 due to an anonymous person from 
Wells County who donated $1,000. Near-
ly 100 window clings were purchased, as 
well as 80 yard signs.

“The outcome of that was amazing and 
we were able to use it as a fundraiser to 
help support those individuals, business-
es, and organizations get supplies they 
needed to make masks, headbands, and 
buy hand cream to take care of our health-
care needs,” Campbell said. 

Most of that money went to purchase 
materials to make about 1,200 masks, 
Mary Kay hand cream for Bluffton 
Regional Medical Center workers, and 
about 50 headbands for local healthcare 
workers.

“It brings me so much joy to see how 
everyone comes together in a time of 
crisis. Our lives came to an extreme halt 
with so many unknowns and fear of what 
the future would hold,” Campbell added. 
“Those who need the praise are the ones 
behind the curtain that have been work-
ing hard making lunches, masks, head-
bands, hand sanitizer, and other supplies 
needed during this time. I am so proud to 
call Wells County my home and it feels 
amazing to have just a very small part 
in helping those in need during this pan-
demic.” �

Premier Signs created these yard signs and window clings in an effort to have the commu-
nity show its support during the pandemic. (Photo provided)

#LightUpWells sign effort
raises funds for local helpers

on Memorial Day weekend for me has 
always served as the event that officially 
kicks off summer — the end of school, the 
beginning of warmer weather, and longer 
days.

———

Kyle Randall
Bluffton Police Chief
Every police officer 

here came to work 
everyday ready to 
serve. Our entire 911 
Dispatch Center modi-
fied their schedules to 
limit their exposure so 
they could stay ready 
to perform when 
called upon.

Officers realized that some of our 
interactions with the public are rather 
intimate, and they quickly developed 
and adapted to new and different ways 
of conducting police business. Officers 
spent much of the spring of 2020 grap-
pling with the same issues faced by 
many of our citizens. 

The city and its people in general 
did a fantastic job learning, understand-
ing and abiding by the guidelines. 
Our whole community was learning 
with each other at the same time. We 
observed more neighbors helping neigh-
bors, especially with shopping for essen-
tials for those most vulnerable.

I have said it many times over my 
career that our police department enjoys 
a great amount of support from our 
community, and nothing puts that sup-
port on display more than difficult times. 
The food, my goodness, the food, we 
were treated to during this period was 
unbelievable! I do not think we have 
eaten this well since the days after 9/11. 
Perhaps it wasn’t the How we do our 
jobs that was impacted the most, but 
the Why we do our jobs became a little 
clearer. 

 As an aside, none of us knew the 
front door to the police department 
even locked! In almost 50 years, nobody 
here remembers a time when the front 
door was locked. Nor did we know how 
to turn the lobby lights off. 

———

Preston Kaehr
Christian Care 
Retirement Community

In addition to basically shutting down 
any access to the nursing home area, 
staffing issues became central ... how we 
handle “call-offs” and leave-of-absence 
requests by our staff due to the COVID-
19 virus situation. There was also  more 
one-on-one time spent with our staff to 
address the concerns and anxieties sur-
rounding the virus. And of course, quite a 
bit more communication between our � 
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facility and our stake-
holders than usual —
especially the families 
of our residents. 

At home, my wife 
and our four children 
(7, 4, 4, 2), were not 
able to go out and do 
their normal weekly 
activities. We also 
were not able to 
attend church in person like we normally 
do, which was very hard. We also had 
to be more careful when going out to 
the stores due to my job. My wife and 
I always wear masks — even to church 
right now. 

Also, no March Madness! OK, that is a 
bit trivial.

———

Michael McBride
Norwell HS Boys’ Basketball Coach
The biggest impact on how I was able 

to do my job was my inability to see my 
players on a daily 
basis. That was tough 
for me as I am used 
to seeing them and 
interacting with them 
in person every day. I 
missed that interaction 
with the players.

Our family was fine 
for the most part. We 
obviously were disap-
pointed we didn’t get to finish the basket-
ball tournament. Basketball is a big part of 
our family. 

We had to adjust to the new remote 
learning as both teachers and students. 
However, we found a lot of family time 
together and enjoyed that extra time with-
out things being very busy.

I will remember just how much our 
team accomplished and how enjoyable 
the season was, but I will also remember 
the journey that our seniors have been 
on for the past four years. This team will 
go down as one of the greatest ever at 
Norwell.

By JESSICA BRICKER
They clutched signs that had messages 

and looked into a camera instead of the 
faces of their loved ones. But it would 
have to do, while the restrictions were in 
place for their safety.

Due to COVID-19 concerns and visitor 
restrictions, nursing homes were forced 
in the spring of 2020 to find ways to not 
only keep their residents feeling connect-
ed to each other safely within the walls 
of their facilities but also with the outside 
world — namely, their family and friends.

Local facilities have shared photos and 
videos of updates and activities, includ-
ing story time, church services on closed-
circuit TV, themed days such as “Western 
Day” and another for the Kentucky Derby, 
holidays including Easter and Mother’s 
Day, wave parades, window visits, birth-
days, anniversaries, flower deliveries, fly-
ing kites via golf carts and hallway bingo.

But one method has proven to effec-
tively connect residents with community 
members — sharing personalized mes-
sages via Facebook.

In May, Heritage Pointe of War-
ren shared an album of 81 photos titled, 
“When life gives you lemons ...”

“It really is true that ‘attitude is every-
thing.’ While our residents certainly 
would not choose to live in isolation, 
away from their family and friends,” the 
post said, “they are deliberately choos-
ing to find the joy in each day. ‘When life 
gives you lemons,’ what do you do?”

Some said they pray, dance, sing, make 
lemonade and pie or cake, go with the 
flow, make music on a piano, trade the 
lemons for coffee, “go the other way,” 
“give them back,” or “surround myself 
with beautiful people.”

One woman says she would make “the 
best out of life.”

— — —
One Wednesday in March, Christian 

Care Retirement Community in Bluff-
ton shared an album on Facebook named 
“Hello ...” containing more than a dozen 
photos. Each photo had a different resi-
dent holding up a sign with a message.

They included notes like, “You guys 
are working and I’m having fun.” “I miss 
and love you. I can’t wait to see you.” 
“Hello. I’m fine. I hope you are too. Love 
you, Mom.” “We’ll be together soon.”

Betty Kunkel wore a smile while hold-
ing her sign: “I am glad you can’t come 
and give me any bugs.”

Betty Lough, activities director at 

CCRC, said the staff had seen other facili-
ties sharing similar photos on Facebook.

“We thought it would be a great way 
to show the family that the residents are 
doing well,” she said at the time. “The 
residents enjoyed doing it.” They are also 
doing video chats and emailing photos 
back and forth between families to keep 
them connected.

The staff coordinated the photo-shar-
ing effort for Saint Patrick’s Day too, 
and the online response to both posts was 
overwhelmingly positive.

“This is the sweetest thing I’ve seen in 
a long time,” someone wrote. “Nice way 
to bring families together when they can’t 
be close to you,” another posted.

The method connects family, but also 
neighbors, friends and complete strangers 
who see the photos on social media. One 
woman wrote that she didn’t know a sin-
gle person pictured but she saw the post 
was shared and it “warms my heart and 
gives me such hope,” she said.

In April, more photos were shared and 
residents provided even more insight. 
One woman said she has been working on 
puzzles. One man said he missed seeing 
his grandchildren.

“Family and friends,” another woman 
wrote, “I love you and am praying that 
this will all soon cease.”

— — —
Markle Health and Rehabilitation post-

ed similar photos later that same week in 
March.

“Sending love from Markle Health and 
Rehabilitation,” the accompanying post 
said. “We understand the temporary visi-
tor restrictions have been extremely diffi-
cult and emotional for everyone. We hope 
this post reassures, comforts and inspires 
everyone to stay connected.”

The residents’ messages themselves 
aimed to reassure.

“Hi sissy. Doing great. See your beau-
tiful face when I can,” a resident’s sign 
read.

Another resident requested watermel-
on, and someone who commented vowed 
to bring it to her next time. 

“Eric I just love you,” a resident’s sign 
said. “I sure miss you. I’ll see you soon.”

Megan Myers commented on an 
album, saying she loved seeing this type 
of effort.

“No one likes the situation we are in. 
It’s difficult to be on the outside wanting 
to see our loved ones. It’s difficult being 
on the inside not seeing those family 
members and friends you wish you could 
see,” she said. 

Even though her grandmother didn’t 
take a photo, Myers said she appreciates 
the communication.

“It just shows how much everyone is 
willing to try to adapt to this change we 
have been given,” Myers added. “Thanks 
so much for taking care of our loved 
ones.”

— — —
River Terrace Retirement Community 

also posted numerous photos in March.
“Your family members sure do miss 

you,” the post said. “It is just not the same 
without our loving family and friends at 
River Terrace. We hope everyone is stay-
ing happy and healthy.”

One resident requested a Frosty from 
Wendy’s on the next visit. Others longed 
to see their family.

“I wish you could come see me,” a res-
ident’s sign said. “I really miss you.” 

“I’m lost without you,” said another. “I 
love you.”

One person commented they couldn’t 
wait until this is over. And while some 
spoke to the emotional impact of the post 
— “This makes me so sad but happy to 
see all their smiling faces;” “This makes 
me cry, so heartbreaking. I wish I could 
give them all a hug.” — others were 
appreciative.

“Thank you so much for all that you 
do for these sweet residents,” one person 
wrote. “Thank you for taking care of them 
until we can visit with them again.” �

Pandemic reflections
(Continued from Page 9)Make ‘the best out of life’

Retirement homes use social media to connect their
residents to families, friends during visitor restrictions

Clyde Shady holds up a sign for a photo 
that was shared on social media and com-
mented on by his loved ones. (Photo from 
Christian Care on Facebook)

827-0616
M-Th 11am–9pm 
Fri 11am–10pm
Sat 11am–10pm 
Sun 11am–9pm

MARIACHI LOCO
Mexican Grill & Bar 

The Best Taste of Mexico

DAILY SPECIALS
FAST-FRIENDLY & FRESH

 



The News-Banner • Tuesday, June 30, 2020 • 11

Erin Prible
Wells County 
Chamber of Commerce
The nature of our business is connec-

tions — in the community and with our 
members. That all stopped when the 
pandemic occurred and our staff had 
to work out of their 
homes. 

I still came in to 
the office to man-
age calls, questions, 
and give direction 
for businesses and I 
have to admit, I was 
extremely lonely. I 
missed that interac-
tion with everyone. 

The amount of information that was 
coming in from the state, the U.S. Cham-
ber of Commerce, and other sources 
was overwhelming. Our goal was to 
decipher the information in terms our 
business owners could understand and 
utilize and get it out as quickly as pos-
sible to members. 

The unknown for us all was over-
whelming at times, but we got into a 
rhythm and did the absolute best we 
could. Every piece of what we were 
encountering was new, never heard of, 
and scary all at the same time. We are 
so thankful and appreciative for the 
community and the businesses that sup-
ported one another during this difficult 
time.

———

Cari Whicker
Principal, Southern Wells 
Elementary School
The joy of working in a school is 

working with children and others that 
want to see children grow and learn. I 
draw energy from the kids and from my 
staff. Coming into an empty building is 
not fun — particularly when you look at 
the calendar and should be having the 
annual kite-fly or field day. 

Parents, staff, and students really 
stepped up to do remote learning, but 
being face-to-face and making connec-

tions with one anoth-
er adds an aspect 
to learning that was 
greatly missed.

I will remember 
the unique opportu-
nity it provided us to 
slow down and meet 
our students and 
families in new and 
different ways. 

While we have had our fill of Zoom 
meetings, working remotely allowed 
us to meet our students in their homes. 
We were able to have lunch bunches 
and meet their pets. We could visit with 
siblings and play a game. Often they 
would ask to see my dog or for my 
own daughter to tell them a joke. 

At SWCS we served over 28,400 
meals. As families would drive through 
we were able to check on them. When 
students returned books and devices 
at the end of the year, we were able to 
cheer for them and hand them end-of-
the-year awards. (From an appropriate 
distance, of course!)

 I believe when we go back to 
school, many students will need to 
“catch up” on skills. However, the con-
nections we developed and nurtured 
throughout this experience will help 
everyone to come together and work 
successfully. 

———

Mitch Harnish
Goodwin-Cale & Harnish 
Memorial Chapel
Having to guide and serve a fam-

ily who is experiencing the death of a 
loved one is challenging enough, but 
doing so during this pandemic has been 
difficult. 

We as funeral 
directors have the 
luxury of seeing how 
community support 
during the death of 
loved one can be so 
vital in the healing 
process, and seeing 
that taken away from 

families the past couple months has 
been difficult to witness. 

As many people know and under-
stand, funeral homes can be a place of 
comfort, a place where handshakes and 
hugs are commonplace. Having seen 
most of this person-to-person contact 
disappear (as if it were overnight) has 
been difficult to watch. We are look-
ing forward to the next stage as the 
restrictions are lifted and hopefully new 
COVID-19 cases continue to decline.

———

Tim WIlson
Principal, Norwell Middle School
Not being able to see, hear, and talk 

with the students and staff on a daily 
basis has been the most difficult part of 
this. I absolutely love hearing how they 
are doing and spend-
ing time with them 
before, during, and 
after school. 

I was not able to 
see my son Ryan, 
who attends IUPUI 
and is a member 
on Indiana National 
Guard, in person for a 
few months, which was difficult for both 
me and my wife Allena. We have been 
fortunate to this point that no family 
members have become sick. 

I will remember how students, � 
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teachers, staff, parents, and community 
members rallied around each other 
to make sure everyone was doing OK 
and were safe. Everyone helped where, 
when, and however they could. We are 
very fortunate to live in this community 
with so many amazing people. 

———

Jeff Lemler
Thoma/Rich Lemler Funeral Home
The highlight of my career is having 

the interaction with families and friends 
as they come through our building for 
callings and services. 
The restrictions on 
the number of people 
was difficult for us 
as a firm and for 
the families that we 
served during this 
time. For almost two 
months, we had no 
more than 10 people 
in assembly under our roof. Jamie and 
I had to implement options for families 
overnight!

We quickly became experts in Zoom 
meetings for arrangements and broad-
casting services, figured out how to 
facilitate drive-through visitations at the 
funeral home or in a farmer’s own barn-
yard to allow for large groups of people 
to support and say good bye to a loved 
one. We even use a Jumbotron to broad-
cast services outside of our building for a 
large group that still had to follow social 
distancing. I don’t know what the found-
ing member of the Thoma family would 
think of these service options.

 Would we ever choose to go through 
this again? No… However, we are bet-
ter, stronger people for going through 
this together! To see this community 
come together to meet needs of others, 
reach out to each other and survive as a 
community together has made me very 
proud to see. This sincerely reaffirms to 
me that there is not other place in the 
county I would want to work, own and 
business and raise my children than in 
Bluffton. 

———

Kent Kiracofe
Judge, Wells Circuit Court
Perhaps our biggest challenges were 

in juvenile court. I have jurisdiction of 
several different types of cases; juvenile 
court which makes 
up a large part of 
my docket. Juveniles 
have a number of dif-
ferent deadlines and  
procedures that are 
challenging to meet 
even in normal times. 

Judge Antrim and I 

worked together to petition the Indiana 
Supreme Court for relief from many of 
those deadlines. The challenge is and 
continues to be to move those cases 
and all the cases on my docket forward 
toward resolution. 

Initially, back in March and April, we 
moved some hearings and limited the 
calendar to essential hearings. When 
things first started to get serious, it was 
the week of spring break so the calen-
dar was already a little less busy. 

My children had Spring Break the fol-
lowing week, so there were no hearing 
scheduled. I had made tentative plans 
to go to a continuing education confer-
ence/training during the last week of 
April. Consequently, there were about 
three weeks already built into my calen-
dar with little or no hearings. 

During those weeks my staff worked 
on a rotation with only one person 
coming into the court to limit the num-
ber of people coming into the court-
house. The others were able to work 
from home and did really well under 
the circumstances. 

Since the end of April, I have been 
conducting a normal calendar. A lot of 
the hearings are conducted with some-
one, if not several parties, appearing by 
telephone. Prior to the pandemic I have 
allowed parties and witnesses to appear 
by telephone when necessary and 
appropriate; however now it seems to 
be the norm and not the exception.

Currently, the Indiana Supreme Court 
has ordered that we not resume any 
jury trials until at least July 1 so unfortu-
nately I’ve had to continue a couple of 
jury trials. 

Judge Antrim and I have worked 
very hard together to ensure that the 
courts remain open and functional 
throughout this time. Under the Indiana 
Constitution, “All courts shall be open; 
and every person, for injury done to 
him in his person, property, or reputa-
tion, shall have remedy by due course 
of law. Justice shall be administered 
freely, and without purchase; complete-
ly, and without denial; speedily, and 
without delay.” 

Judge Antrim and I have tried our 
best to balance the need for access to 
the court but also insure the safety of 
our staff and the public. In some areas of 
the state where the pandemic has been 
much greater, the courts were forced to 
close and only hear emergency cases 
and then only remotely. Fortunately, we 
have not been placed in that situation.

———

Scott Holliday
Wells County Sheriff
The pandemic affected almost every-

thing we do in law enforcement. We 

By BOB CAYLOR
National Oil and Gas Inc., which owns 

or supplies many gas stations in Indiana, 
Ohio and Michigan, plus a few in Illinois, 
came through the period of the strictest 
COVID-19 restrictions with sales declines 
of 20-60 percent per store, National Oil 
President Trout Moser said.

The sales declines were larg-
est at stations in larger cities, 
particularly at stations that don’t 
sell hot food, he said. 

“Small towns where the 
(convenience) stores had the 
only prepared hot food that 
was available due to restaurants 
being closed did well on inside 
sales,” he said. 

“The bigger the city, the 
higher the percentage of non-
essential businesses and jobs — 
a lot more tourism, food service and other 
retail jobs that were closed,” Moser noted. 
In cities, there are more professionals who 
are likely to work from home, even in 
businesses that were classified as essen-
tial, he noted.

“Of course, (fuel) volumes were sig-
nificantly lower due to a lot less driving 
by the general public, but thankfully we 
were considered an ‘essential business,’ so 
the convenience stores were able to keep 
their doors open and in business,” he said. 
Moser said the stores typically sell a dol-
lar in food or other merchandise for every 
gallon of fuel sold.

Moser didn’t say how many stores 
National Oil operates or supplies. “Let’s 
just say enough to keep my stress level 
up,” he said with a smile. 

Most of the stores were able to keep 
their employees, thanks to federal stimu-
lus funding for businesses — the Pay-

check Protection Program — and 
to maintain fairly normal hours, 
he said.

As traffic dropped off sharply 
in the United States, Europe and 
Asia with the spread of the coro-
navirus, oil prices plummeted. 
The price of crude oil fell from 
about $60 per barrel early in Jan-
uary for West Texas Intermedi-
ate to $45 in early March to $20 
early in April. Late in April, the 
glut of oil was so pronounced one 
day that the price fell to minus-

$37 per barrel; that is, sellers holding oil 
were in such a bind on finding available 
storage that they were willing to pay buy-
ers $37 per barrel to take it off their hands. 

This unprecedented volatility in the 
market didn’t hurt National Oil, Moser 
said. 

“We aren’t an oil explorer or refiner,” 
he said. “We are a wholesaler and market-
er of the fuel, basically a middle man.  So 
generally, the lower the price, the better it 
is for us as we potentially can sell more of 
it. Our slim cents-per-gallon margins pret-
ty much stay the same, whether the price 
is $3.50 or $1.50 a gallon.” �

The headquarters for National Oil and Gas moved to its current location on Ind. 124 in 2018 
as part of a larger project to completely rebuild Airplane Express. (Photo by Bob Caylor)

Trout Moser

Gas prices got the virus

Pandemic reflections
(Continued from Page 11)

(Continued on Page 16)
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By DAVE SCHULTZ
Chad Kline is Wells County’s director 

of economic development, the man whose 
business is to look after (and for) business 
in Wells County.

Kline took office in Wells County at 
the end of 2015 and has been the shepherd 
for some significant economic improve-
ments since then.

The News-Banner recently sat down 
with Kline with a series of questions. The 
Q&A session starts out with a rather star-
tling statement: The number 
of business leads presented to 
him as a Wells County offi-
cial was unchanged in 2020 as 
opposed to 2019.

N-B: Have the number of busi-
ness leads changed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic? Why is 
that the case?

CK: The number of busi-
ness leads received during 
the months of March through 
May are nearly identical in 
2020 as they were in 2019. In 
both years, we have averaged 
roughly four leads per month coming 
from various sources.

Many organizations that are looking 
to expand their operations to Indiana and 
Northeast Indiana understand that the 
pandemic is temporary; however, the need 
to identify a possible growth area is still 
there. Their growth may also be planned 
for several months to years out from the 
time they begin their investigation process 
for a new location.

While we may also receive leads from 
our sources, many of those leads don’t 
result in anything more than a response 
that we either have the building or land 
parcel. A very low percentage of respons-
es to leads actually result in a visit to our 
community. Also, many times a lead takes 
several months and even years to finalize 
before an announcement is made. 

N-B: How do you work with leads? 
What is the process? 

CK: When a lead is received from a 
source, we will evaluate if we have the 
necessary property that meets their need. 
We will also attempt to find creative 
ways to accommodate the lead if there is 
adequate time in their growth plans to do 
so. So, if a company is looking to make 
some final decisions in the fourth quarter 
of 2020, it could give us time to accom-

modate what they need before that final 
decision is made. 

If the response culminates in a visit to 
the site, we immediately begin working 
with the local community to determine if 
we can meet the needs of the prospective 
company. Those needs could be specific 
incentives, infrastructure needs, work-
force needs, and several other items. We 
continue our communication and due 
diligence on the company to be sure that 
they will have long-term success in our 

community. That information is 
shared with the governing body 
as we work to put together a final 
incentive submission to the com-
pany.

Some of those submissions 
give us months to respond, others 
only days. 

Once we receive word that 
our community has been cho-
sen as either a finalist or as the 
final location for the company to 
locate, we work diligently to be 
sure that all necessary informa-
tion is provided to the company, 
such as utility information, wage 

data, infrastructure information, tax infor-
mation, and more. We also work with the 
governing body through the process of 
securing the incentives for the company. 

The work doesn’t stop there though. 
We continue to be sure that the company 
has a smooth transition to our communi-
ty, should we be selected. We start work-
ing to assist in workforce needs, training 
needs, and continuing long-term commu-
nication with the company to be sure we 
are meeting their needs in the community.

N-B: Inteva’s interest in Wells County 
indicates that there are people who find 
Wells County attractive for business 
investment. What is our outlook on that 
going forward? 

CK: The Inteva Products project was 
an example of having the right build-
ing available in our region to secure the 
project for Wells County thanks to the 
investment by the Wells County Commis-
sioners, City of Bluffton, and the Troxel 
family. We will continue to evaluate each 
project lead that is received to be sure that 
we have the necessary site to meet their 
demands.

Without the necessary site to meet the 
needs of the prospect, we will not be at 
the table to be considered for a project. 

Chad Kline

No time for a lockdown 
at the EDC office

(Continued on Page 16)
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County’s newest service 
club kept on truckin’

By MARK MILLER
Like society in general, local servic-

es clubs essentially closed up when the 
governor instituted the emergency orders 
effective March 25. Not only were gather-
ings larger than 10 people prohibited, but 
the places that service clubs met were no 
longer open. Kiwanis, Lions, Optimists 
and Rotarians were all put on hold.

One club was perhaps hit 
harder that the others because 
they’d been in existence for 
less than nine months. The 
newly organized Ossian 
Rotary Club was still gaining 
momentum, club president 
Carol Keplar reported.

Since getting their club 
charter July 1 of last year, 
the club had completed sev-
eral community service proj-
ects, such as collecting plas-
tic caps to make benches for 
the Archibold-Wilson Park, 
collecting used shoes for Changing Foot-
prints and writing letters and drawing pic-
tures for the residents of Ossian Rehabili-
tation Center.

“We were going strong,” she said. “It 
was a tough decision to stop our weekly 
meetings, but as with most organizations, 
the pandemic forced us to interact and 
communicate differently.”

At the beginning of each week, Keplar 
sent out a question to all the members.

“It started out with the basics, like 
‘What are you doing differently?’ 
And ‘How are you coping with 
no school if you have kids at 
home?’” she shared. At the 
end of each week, she would 
compile the answers and send 
them back out. Her goal was 
to keep the contacts solid and 
maybe be an outlet for stress.

“It was a great way to keep our 
connections going and learn what others 
were dealing with,” she said.

At some point, they decided to share 
recipes, which led to the idea of creating 
an “Ossian Rotary Cookbook,” which 
they hope to publish in time for Ossian 
Days. 

“The beginning of May, we started 
holding our weekly Rotary meetings 
online via Zoom,” Keplar said. “We had 
speakers join us just like our regular meet-
ings. It was a way of meeting, but staying 
safe.”

On May 28, the club began meeting in 
person once again, becoming perhaps the 
first local club to do so. They gather at 
Ossian’s First Baptist Church. Masks and 
social distancing are part of the plan and 
the meeting is still offered on Zoom for 
those not yet comfortable to attend. 

“We are planning more community 
projects and cannot wait to get out in our 

community and make a positive 
difference,” she said. “That’s the 
main reason we joined Ossian 
Rotary and with the dedication 
of the current members, the club 
will continue to grow.”

Keplar is disappointed that 
her year as the club’s president 
was “cut short.”  When her term 
ends at the end of June, Jeremy 
Penrod, an Edward Jones rep-
resentative in Ossian, will take 
over.

“We do have our speakers 
scheduled through the end of 

July, so we are not letting the COVID-19 
virus stop us from doing what we have 
started here in Ossian,” she said. 

“I will remember making decisions to 
meet or not to meet, and trying to figure 
out creative ways to keep our club togeth-
er,” she continued.

The pandemic had other predictable 
effects on her personal life, shared by all: a 
Grand Canyon rafting trip was cancelled, 
online church services viewed at home 

and ordering groceries online and 
picking them up or having them 

delivered. She also worked at 
home, eliminating a 40-minute 
commute to work and back 
home everyday.

A senior quality control 
analyst for Hallmark Home 

Mortgage in Fort Wayne, “It 
has been very challenging to 

make sure we accommodate our 
customers, yet document the loan files 
(properly);” she said. “With the govern-
ment lowering the prime rate, interest 
rates are extremely low and amazingly 
enough, the mortgage business is up right 
now.” 

Keplar will retain a number of other 
memories from the spring of 2020.

“I will remember meeting my daughter 
at a church parking lot as she placed a box 
of things in the middle of the lot and then 
got back in her car with our grandkids,” 
she shared. “I got out of our car, picked up 

the box and talked to our grandkids from 
six to 10 feet away with the car windows 
mostly up, and then crying as I drove 
away. I did not know when I would be 
able to see them again.”

She and her husband Jeff, also a Rotar-
ian, hid Easter eggs in the yard of two of 
their grandchildren, Sammy and Mikey 
Kefer. That will be a memory cherished 
by the Keplars’ daughter, Stephanie Kefer, 
who is now the club’s newest member.

“Having Mimi and Papa hide eggs out-
side, then going and sitting in their car so 
the grandkids could have an Easter egg 
hunt,” Kefer said. “That’ll be a special 
memory.”

Kefer, a nurse practitioner with the car-
diovascular surgery center at Parkview 
Memorial Hospital, sewed more than 550 
masks.

“I gave away all my cloth hats from the 
last 16 years of working in surgery to the 
nurses and providers caring for the sickest 

patients,” Kefer said. “This will give them 
another layer of protection.”

Their family also canceled or post-
poned planned trips for this year and she 
dealt with two small children finishing 
school with two months of eLearning. 
But instead of having weekend trips away, 
the family took advantage of local nature 
preserves and parks and “even explored 
places in our backyard,” she said.

“My 6-year-old son is never going 
to forget the 5-mile hike at Eagle Marsh 
where we got lost and were late to eLearn-
ing,” she added.

“I have realized how much I like to 
plan trips and activities and how much 
I miss not knowing what next week will 
bring,” Kefer continued. “I have become 
very thankful for my employer and their 
dedication to their employees and patients. 
I have become very thankful for having a 
home, food on the table, and a yard where 
the kids can play.” �

Carol Keplar

In a scene all too familiar with many local grandparents, Carol and Jeff Keplar of Ossian 
delivered their Easter eggs and goodies to grandchildren Sammy and Mikey Kefer with the 
proper social distancing made necessary by the pandemic. “But it’s something we’ll always 
remember,” Carol Keplar said. (Photo provided)
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By MARK MILLER
There has been nothing unique about 

2020 for Bluffton Parks and Recreation 
Director Pam Vanderkolk. She has much 
in common with everyone, 
including every park-and-rec 
director across the nation, deal-
ing with truly unique circum-
stances.

“The ever-changing guide-
lines and requirements from the 
governor, the Indiana Depart-
ment of Health and the CDC can 
be challenging, frustrating and 
confusing,” she said.  “particu-
larly on the social distancing.” 

This left her with sometimes 
conflicting instructions from the 
different sources as to “whether to allow 
splash pads, playgrounds, restrooms and 
drinking fountains to be open and what all 
will be required by us to do so,” she said.

Perhaps the biggest impact for 
Vanderkolk’s department was in the bud-
geting and planning.

“The majority of our annual budget 
is funded from property taxes. With the 
delay in those being paid, the trickle-
down effect is being felt,” she said.

She was told to prepare for a reduction 
in revenues of 15 to 20 percent, which 
equates to more than $160,0000.

“Combined with the guidelines for 
social distancing, sanitizing and things 
like that, this left us with the very difficult 
decision to not open the Wells Communi-
ty Pool this summer.,” she continued, add-
ing that at least 40 other communities in 
Indiana made that same decision as well. 

“No one enjoyed making that 
announcement,” she said.

All of that added up to making plan-
ning and hosting events “interesting,” she 
said.

“‘Do we have them, don’t we have 
them, if we have them, how do we man-
age them?’ those are the questions we’ve 
been struggling with,” Vanderkolk said.

She and her staff heard from residents 
who wanted their programs to go on as 
normal while others were understanding. 

“We are just trying to do the best we 
can, within the parameters set forth,” 
said continued. “We know that not every-
one will agree with every decision that 
is made, but we’ll do what we can, and 
accept the participants that choose to join 
in. We’ll adjust as we go along, knowing 
that the rules can change on a daily basis 
and we’ll need to be more flexible than 
normal.”

The city’s playgrounds opened Friday 
June 12 which allowed the scheduled “Art 
in the Park” event at Roush Park to take 
place.

Splash pads opened during 
the week of June 15, except 
for the Pickett’s Run Park pad, 
which is waiting on some repair 
issues.

Seeing the parks empty has 
certainly been the hardest part 
for Vanderkolk.

“They are normally filled 
with people,” she said. “It was 
heart wrenching for me to drive 
past them and see no one in 
them. It’s just not right.”

Things are changing, how-
ever as mid-June weather and loosened 
restrictions began bringing more people 
out and programs open. The popular 
Kehoe Park Concert Series is on track to 
begin July 10.

Assistant superintendent Brandy 
Fiechter said that precauations will con-
tinue to be taken, with particpant-screen-
ing and mandatory hand sanitizing, which 
began with the five-week tennis program 
June 15.

“Everyone has been very cooperative,” 
Fiechter said, “and very thankful that 
things have opened back up.”

On the positive side, Vanderkolk 
enjoyed the collaboration with their coun-
terparts across the state. There were, not 
surprisingly, many more-than-normal 
virtual meetings “sharing ideas, trouble-
shooting and just simply supporting each 
other,” she said.

“We’re supposed to be the ‘fun-provid-
ers,’” she continued. “It’s just been very 
different and not fun.”

Neither has it been fun on the personal 
side of course, just like every grandparent.

“Facetime is a wonderful thing,” she 
said, “but it doesn’t replace the snuggles 
and cuddles you get when you visit in per-
son.

She and her husband John have three 
grandchildren in Linton, about four hours 
away, the youngest just four months old 
“when this all broke,” she said. “We had 
only had the chance to visit with them a 
couple of times before (the restrictions 
began).” Their other two grandchildren 
live in Virginia Beach, Virg.

“I also have an 83-year mom who is 
a cancer survivor, making visiting her 
also challenging. I did sneak in a visit for 
Mother’s Day. We did a family get-togeth-
er with appropriate social distancing.” �

One of the new events the Bluffton Parks and Recreation Department came up with that 
would meet the social distancing guidelines was a Golf Cart Caravan held on Memorial 
Day. Some of the participating vehicles are shown as they made their way south on Clark 
Avenue near Spring Street. The event drew 27 carts, said Brandy Fiechter, assistant super-
intendent of the Parks Department. The caravan started at the parking lot of the Wells Com-
munity Swimming Pool and went counterclockwise around the south side of the city. (Photo 
by Dave Schultz)

When Indiana Gov. Eric Holcomb moved up the state’s  “Back on Track” plan to “stage 
four” effective Friday, June 12, that meant parks could re-open. Bluffton was ready with 
their first “Arts in the Park” day. This family, properly masked and social distancing, were 
working on their craft project. (Photo provided)

Bluffton, IN  •  (260) 824-5384  •  fourstarservices.com

‘Challenging, frustrating, confusing’
Bluffton’s parks department dealing with moving targets and a mostly understanding public

Pam Vanderkolk
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couldn’t stop doing our jobs or have the 
option of working from home. From the 
start we had to make decisions on how 
to do our jobs yet minimize the risk of 
our employees. In 
addition, I have the 
task of maintaining a 
jail and the inmates 
who occupy it. 

Priority was 
focused on keeping 
COVID from reaching 
our employees as well 
as the inmates. We 
are a small agency compared to others 
and to have a few people being out for 
quarantine would greatly impact being 
able to do our jobs. We will continue 
to fight the fight as we always do and I 
would like to thank all agencies of the 
criminal justice system in our county. 

Our family was affected in many 
ways, but we manage to make the best 
of it one day at a time. 

My youngest of four children was 
finishing his senior year of high school, 
which was cut short. In my day I would 
have considered the school year being 
cut short as a blessing. He didn’t get the 
closure with his friends and classmates 
as his high school days were ending. 

A few weeks after the start of the 
pandemic our second grandchild was 
born. We didn’t get to go to the hospital 
of course.  After a few days of anxiously 
waiting we were able to see them once 
they returned home. For their family, 
the arrival of a new baby couldn’t have 
come at a better time, as my daughter 
had planned on taking 12 weeks off to 
be with the baby. Her husband was laid 
off and was able to be there with her 
during most of her time off. 

Our oldest daughter was mostly 
affected as she and her fiancé we set 
to get married on May 30 in Columbus, 
Ohio. Invitations were already sent, and 
all plans were made. Due to COVID 
restrictions in Ohio her wedding was can-
celed. Furthermore, my daughter is a self-
employed hair stylist and wasn’t allowed 
to work until recently. Since then they 
have rescheduled their wedding for the 
end of July. Hopefully this time it’s a go!

I am a firm believer in prospective and 
how we get to choose how we handle 
times of adversity. I prefer, and choose, 
to find the good things that come out of 
this pandemic. I know personally it has 
brought my family closer together and 
has shown me that no matter what life 
throws at us, if people work together for 
a common cause we can accomplish any-
thing. �

Wells County Economic Development 
continues to have conversations with 
investors and property owners to be sure 
that we are set up to win the next project 
for our community. 

N-B. You said not long ago that the key 
factors in Wells County economic devel-
opment three words: Housing, housing, 
housing. How do we stand on that? 

CK: I feel like we are in a better posi-
tion to see growth in housing than we 
were a year ago at this time. Several hous-
ing projects are in the works, including 
transitioning the former Wells Commu-
nity Hospital into a market-rate housing 
project, a single family housing develop-
ment in Ossian, and the proposed market-
rate apartment complex on the north side 
of Bluffton. We are also heavily engaged 
in positive conversations with developers 
to add additional housing options within 
Wells County.

Through our conversations, we are 
attempting to fill as many gaps in the 
housing market as possible so that any-
one looking for housing at any income 
level has the opportunity to live in Wells 
County.

N-B: Unemployment is high due to the 

economic slowdown/shutdown, but Wells’ 
is the lowest in the area. How are we set 
for that to drop in the weeks and months 
going forward?

CK: Wells County has a very diverse 
workforce with a number of manufactur-
ers that provided essential products to the 
country during the pandemic. Because of 
this, we weathered the pandemic much 
better than other counties within our 
region.

We will continue to focus our efforts 
on building that diversity in our work-
force to prevent an economic downtown 
from having a significant impact in our 
unemployment level. We are hearing 
some positive signs from industries that 
many that were furloughed are ramping 
up back to work.

As the governor’s reopening plan con-
tinues, we also expect that many of the 
retail, restaurant, and services providers 
that were closed to reopen and be able to 
get back to work. 

There are, however, some concerns 
that some manufacturers have seen a 
significant reduction of orders due to 
COVID-19. We will be here to assist them 
in any way possible to be sure that their 
employees have access to the services 
should the company need to temporarily 
furlough employees. �

Pandemic reflections
(Continued from Page 12)

No time for a lockdown
(Continued from Page 13)



The News-Banner • Tuesday, June 30, 2020 • 17

 

 

 

NOW LEASING! 
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718 North State Rd 9, Columbia City, IN 46725
T. 260-244-3666  F. 260-244-9665

northridge@hi-mgmt.com
www.hi-northridge.com

10 Pine Grove Court, Bluff ton, IN 46714
T. 260-565-4241  F. 260-565-3903

pinegrove@hi-mgmt.com
www.hi-pinegrove.com

600 N. Colfax Street, Warsaw, IN 46580
T. 574-269-4334  F. 574-269-7764

ccolfax@hi-mgmt.com
www.hi-colfax.com
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TThis group photo Landon Gerber arranged earlier rrrr
tthis year for his full crew in one portion of The Ropp 
ShS op’s growing complex behind Outdoor Conceptss 
wwas soon outdated with the addition of more employ--
eees. The company has continued to experience dou--
bble-digit, year-over-year growth as it diversifies prod--
ucucu ts it sells over the internet. ((Photo prp ovided))

Who We AreWho We Are

By MARK  MILLER
This is a story about how an owner’s manual for a 

used 10-year-old John Deere garden tractor became more 
than 40 new jobs. It is also a story, according to at least 
three people, about the mysterious ways that God works.

It dates to 2008, when Steve’s Landscaping was locat-
ed on Ind. 124 East. Next-door neighbor NESCO needed 
more room. Steve and Gayla Gerber found a new loca-
tion on North Main Street, sold the property on Ind. 124 
and began the process of building a new building and 
getting ready to move. As part of that, they would also 
change the name of their business to Outdoor Concepts. 
Their son, Landon Gerber, was the parts and service 
manager at the time.

“I told Landon that I didn’t want to move junk,” Steve 
Gerber recalled. During the 13 years they’d been locat-
ed there, for example, they had amassed a collection of 
owner manuals for lawn equipment they had accepted as 
trade-ins.

“The intent had been to include them when we sold 
the used mower but obviously, we often forgot to do 
that,” Steve explained. “So as we were going through 
things, we couldn’t track which manual was meant for 
who, so I told Landon to just throw all of those away.”

Landon, however, had an idea. He had purchased 
things occasionally on eBay. 

“Why not take a picture of one of them and we put it 
up and see what happens?” he proposed.

“So we priced the shipping and handling at $5.95, 
knowing we could send it through the post office for $2 
to anywhere in the country,” Steve said. “At least we 
knew we wouldn’t lose anything on it.”

They chose the “auction” option as opposed to putting 
a price on the manual and gave it a one-week deadline. It 
sold for $52.

“That kind of got Dad’s attention,” Landon Gerber 
said, smiling. They began taking pictures of other manu-
als. Some sold well, some only “brought a buck or two,” 
and some they threw away.

“What else could we sell on eBay?” they mused as 
they looked around the store. 

“I thought we’d try some-
thing everyone would buy,” 
Steve continued. He chose the 
radio headphones that people 
wear while they’re mowing. 
Instead of an auction, they put a price on it so that they 
would make a fair profit and cover the shipping and 
handling. This was, they recalled, during the summer of 
2008.

“We sell maybe 15 to 20 of those a year” in the store, 
he said. They sold 233 headsets by the end of the year. In 
2009, they sold more than 2,000.

“That’s when I started to really grasp that there are 
opportunities here,” Landon Gerber said. “I might have a 
part that maybe I’d sell three a year but on the internet, I 

could sell 300.”
“We’re selling to the whole world,” Steve chimed in.
Perhaps the next big leap came from pressure water 

pumps. These are replacement parts for home and indus-
trial pressure washers.

“The store has historically sold only a few of these 
each year,” Steve Gerber shared. “Our supplier found out 
we were selling some things online and called Landon, 
said he had a good closeout deal so he ordered six of 
them. When I saw them come in, I asked Landon ‘What 
are you doing?’ Well, they were gone in just a couple 
weeks.”

“This was probably the first 
items we purchased wholesale 
for the express purpose of sell-
ing online,” Landon Gerber 
said. 

“We started with four dif-
ferent models,” he continued. “It was just crazy.” He 
ordered 10 at a time; they would come in individually 
boxed so that they could easily slap their own label over 
the supplier’s and send it right out. Orders soon became 
20 at a time and then 30. When he began to order 60 or 
80 at a time, they started coming on skids so they had 
to package them themselves, which of course, impacted 
their costs and hence, changed the price.

Today, pressure water pumps remains one of their 
best sellers, with about 15 different models. They get 

A ‘business as a ministry’ seeing 
exponential on-line growth
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150 pumps on a pallet; the pallets fill up 
a 40-foot semi-trailer and they now come 
direct from the manufacturer with their 
new company’s logo laser-engraved on 
the pump.

“At some point, we needed to come 
up with a name,” Landon said. He want-
ed something catchy but didn’t want 
anything associated with “parts” in it, 
as that could limit them. They came up 
with “ROP SHOP,” pronounced like “top 
shop.”

“Initially, it stood for ‘rugged outdoor 
products,’” Landon Gerber explained. 
“ROP” in the home-and-garden busi-
ness usually means “rollover protection.” 
These days, the Gerbers simply refer to 
the business as “TRS” — The Rop Shop.

A new manager for the parts and ser-

vice department was hired in 2012. Land-
on Gerber continued to help out in the 
department but became more and more 
focused on the internet efforts. They hired 
a high school student to come in after 
school to do the packing while Landon 
printed labels and stayed on top of their 
listings and worked with customers.

The first full time employee was hired 
July 1, 2013. They continued to work out 
of the parts area, but soon commandeered 
a corner that had been used for the storage 
of used mowers taken in as trade-ins. In 
either 2014 or 2015 — they’re not quite 
sure — they purchased a 48-by-64-foot 
building at the back of their property that 
Juan Ortiz of neighboring El Camino Res-
taurant had erected for his family’s grow-
ing restaurants. Two years later, a 104-
by-75 addition was erected and then two 
years ago another 104-by-104-foot build-
ing was added.

Employees and sales of course, drove 
that. Year-over-year growth has averaged 
between 35 and 40 percent. Today there 
are more than 40 employees, about three-
fourths of whom are full time. The coro-
navirus certainly had an impact on their 
business (see sidebar).

Besides eBay, the Gerbers are also sell-
ing their products through Amazon and 
Wal-mart’s websites, in addition to their 
own e-commerce site just recently devel-
oped by Roanoke-based Reusser Designs. 
The strategy will be to continue actively 
selling on the three platforms, and then to 
gently guide regular customers to www.
theropshop.com where prices will be a bit 
lower.

“Basically, we’ll split the difference 
with our customers on the services fees 
we have to pay Amazon and them,” Land-
on Gerber explained. Services fees range 
between 11 and 15 percent.

———
Diversification and price-controls 

have been key to their growth, and sur-
vival. After starting with solely lawn-and-
garden products and parts, “we also now 
have trailer parts, powers sports, stuff for 
Harley motorcycles, boats, jet skis, golf 
carts, garage door parts and we got into 
plumbing fittings,” Landon Gerber said.  
Some of those products have come from 
buying out others who had launched into 
the online sales business but couldn’t 
make it work.

“You have to really know what you’re 
doing,” Landon explained. “You have to 
keep a handle on your costs and watch 
your margins.”

They can share stories of finding iden-
tical products online at significantly lower 
prices than they were offering.

“We’d be selling something really well 
and then all of a sudden, sales would drop 
off,” Landon said. Some online research 

It’s Love that binds us together. 
In times of crisis, we pull in the 
same direction for each other, 

for our families, and 
our community.  Check 
out our new Facebook 

page to learn more 
about what makes 
us Trusted!

www.trustedmfg.com

Pandemic created a huge 
spike in weekend orders

The coronavirus impact has had a 
significant impact on all businesses, 
almost all negative. Perhaps not sur-
prisingly however, The Rop Shop has 
a different story.

“People had more time at home 
of course,” Steve Gerber reported in 
late May, “and of course, traditional 
retail, including Outdoors Concepts, 
was closed for a time.”

Historically, Monday is the biggest 
day to process online orders that had 
been placed over the weekend. The-
RopShop crew came to expect about 
2,000 orders awaiting them Monday 
mornings. In late March, that number 
quickly became about 2,800, then the 
next Monday was 3,300, which grew 
to a weekly Monday orders to fulfill 
of 3,900, 4,400 and the highest was 
6,500 orders.

“We started to run out of prod-
uct,” Gerber shared. Meanwhile, sev-
eral employees stayed at home out of 
caution. A few new employees were 
hired but they have managed to keep 
up with the spikes.

Just as the major internet-based 
companies have struggled to keep 
up with the increased demand and 
employee issues, The Rop Shop web-
site now requests customers’ patience 
and advises that response times may 
be as much as two business days.

“We will re-evaluate this policy 
weekly to assess when we can return 
to normal operations. We apologize 
for any inconvenience and appreciate 
your patience and understanding dur-
ing this unprecedented time,” their 
message concludes. “Stay rugged my 
friend.”

—Mark Miller

Landon Gerber holds one 
of 15 models of pressure 
water pumps sold online 
by Bluffton-based The Rop 
Shop. The pumps were key 
to the company’s early suc-
cess and continues to be a 
key part of their business. 
(Photo by Mark Miller)

(Continued on Page 54)
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By JUSTIN PEEPER
Superintendents at Indiana’s 

public schools have spent much 
of their time this spring leading 
their districts through e-Learning 
since COVID-19 closed their 
buildings on March 16.

“The last three months have 
been very challenging in terms 
of being very odd with COVID-
19,” said Brad Yates, superin-
tendent of Bluffton-Harrison 
schools. 

“It has created opportunities 
for us to look at what we do and 
figure out the best ways to still 
meet our goals — to still con-
nect with students in spite of the 
challenges that have happened. 
Traditional schooling as we all 
experienced up until the end of 
February is now totally differ-
ent.”

Yates, a 2002 graduate of 
Bluffton High School, is one 
of almost 300 superintendents 
across Indiana leading his dis-
trict through the COVID-19 
pandemic and a myriad of other 
initiatives that a school’s top 
administrator carries out — daily 
leadership and problem-solving 
tasks that his Bluffton-Harrison 
teachers and coaches, he said, 
helped prepare him for when he 
was a student because of their 
mentorship, focus on relation-
ships and high expectations.

Yates is not alone, however.
Five of Indiana’s 289 public 

school superintendents are Bluff-
ton High School graduates. That 
number would be six, but one 
recently retired after 40 years in 
education.

In addition to Yates, the BHS 
alumni serving as Indiana public 
school superintendents include:

• Thomas Edington, a 1972 
BHS grad who is superinten-
dent at Wawasee Community 
Schools.

• Paula (Horn) Maurer, who 
graduated from BHS in 1976. 
She is superintendent at South-
western Consolidated School 
District.

• Teresa (Squires) Gremaux, 
a 1979 BHS grad who is super-
intendent at Manchester Com-
munity Schools.

• Brett Garrett, who gradu-
ated from BHS in 1982. He is 
superintendent at Eastbrook 
Community Schools.

• Mike Pettibone, a 1972 
BHS grad who was superinten-
dent at Adams Central Com-
munity Schools from 2002-
2013. He has served as interim 
superintendent at three different 
school corporations since retir-
ing in 2013. Pettibone finished 
his role as interim superintendent 
at South Adams in December 
2019.

While the superintendents 
work all across Indiana — from 
as far south as Shelbyville to as 
far north as Syracuse — what 
they learned from their teach-
ers, coaches and mentors while 
students at Bluffton-Harrison 
schools helped prepare them for 
the jobs they have today.

“They gave me a really great 
foundation between academics 
and extracurriculars,” Yates said. 
“The mentorship that the staff 
provided laid a foundation for 
me to take any door, to take any 
option.”

“I have so many positive 
memories of Bluffton High 
School, Bluffton Junior High 
School and Poplar Grove Ele-
mentary,” Garrett said. “I think 
the thing that will always stand 
out about the Bluffton school 
experience are the relationships 
that I had not only with my 
classmates but also my teachers. 
They were phenomenal. They 
kept me in line, cared about me 
and showed me how to live life.”

“When I think about going to 
school in Bluffton, there were 
just so many good people, good 
examples, good role models for 
us as students,” Edington said. 
“They were good people to be 
around.”

“I felt like no matter which 
way I turned, there was always a 

caring adult there — leading me, 
guiding me,” Gremaux said. “It 
just felt like it was a community 
coming together to make sure 
that we choose a good path for 
ourselves.”

“Bluffton had high expecta-
tions,” Pettibone said. “I felt 
like I was prepared when I left 
school. There were a lot of sup-
portive people at Bluffton.”

“They gave me a really good 
education,” Maurer said. “I think 
they helped me be tenacious. 
They gave me a lot of different 
experiences that helped me be 
who I am.”

The News-Banner inter-
viewed each superintendent sep-
arately, but one theme became 
clear: the culture at Bluffton 
schools — along with the car-
ing teachers, school mentors and 
coaches — played a role in each 
individual’s decision to become 
an educator. 

“I feel very fortunate that 
I was able to spend my time 
there,” Pettibone said.

Edington added that he 
doesn’t recall his mentors explic-
itly talking about leadership 
when he was a student; instead, 
they showed it every day.

“I don’t know that people sat 
around and talked about leader-
ship but they certainly exhibited 
it,” he said.

The connections the six 
superintendents have go back 
decades.

Edington and Pettibone, for 
example, both graduated from 
Bluffton High School in 1972 
and were classmates.

Edington also hired Garrett’s 
wife Jodi for her first teaching 
position in 1988 at Salamonie. 

When Garrett was named 
superintendent at Eastbrook, 
Edington took a day off work to 
visit him and help with the tran-
sition.

“When I was thinking about 
jumping into administration it 
was people like Mike (Pettibone) 
and Tom (Edington) that I sought 

guidance from them,” Garrett 
said. “I think Bluffton cares for 
its own.”

Edington also remembers 
when Maurer’s family moved 
in to their home on Wiley Street 
because he, his brothers and their 
dad helped her family move in. 

Edington’s mom baby-sat 
Maurer and her siblings for a 
little while as well when they 
would walk from Park School to 
the Edington’s house for lunch.

Maurer’s parents — David 
and Carmen Horn — were both 
teachers. Her mom taught at 
Poplar Grove and her dad taught 
at the junior high. 

Garrett remembers Maurer’s 
mom from Poplar Grove, and 
Pettibone shared how much he 
appreciated having Maurer’s dad 
as a teacher and mentor when 

Pettibone moved to Bluffton in 
seventh grade, as he treated his 
students with dignity.

After 36 years in educa-
tion, Maurer is retiring at the 
end of the 2019-2020 school 
year after leading Southwestern 
Consolidated School District in 
Shelby County since 2011 — a 
school corporation that has been 
referred to as the safest in the 
United States since the Today 
Show ran a segment about the 
district in 2015.

“Because my school imple-
mented so many different safety 
features, we were picked up by 
the news on the Today Show,” 
Maurer said. 

School safety is one of many 
responsibilities school superin-
tendents have, and the COVID-
19 pandemic has presented a 

Bluffton High School:

‘Cradle of Superintendents’

Four Indiana public school superintendents who graduated from Bluff-
ton High School meet with The News-Banner on Zoom to talk about 
their experiences as students at Bluffton. There are five current Indi-
ana superintendents who all graduated from Bluffton High School, and 
one more who recently retired. Pictured above are Brett Garrett (top 
left), Paula Maurer (middle left), Mike Pettibone (middle right) and Tom 
Edington (bottom). Not pictured are Brad Yates and Teresa Gremaux. 
(Photo by Jennifer Peeper)
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new challenge as schools work to come 
up with a plan to educate children for the 
2020-2021 school year. 

That challenge has led to even more 
collaboration.

“What I have seen is a collaborative 
spirit among groups as we’re trying to fig-
ure this out and make the best decisions 
we can,” Garrett said. “If you have done 

something before you don’t always reach 
out and ask for help. I feel like through 
this time we have collaborated so well 
with our friends and colleagues.”

“We certainly have as a school district 
and as a community bonded together to 
take care of the education of kids at the 
highest level we can given the circum-
stances,” Edington said. �

Name:  Dr. Brad Yates
Current residence:  Bluffton
BHS Class of: 2002
Favorite BHMSD teacher while in 

school and why: I am very thankful 
for the many, many wonderful 
teachers throughout my time at 
BHMSD, but Mrs. Linda Wor-
man (Japanese classes) was 
one of my favorite teachers. 
Her enthusiasm and commit-
ment to expanding the world-
view of her students left a last-
ing impression on me.

 Favorite BHMSD memory: 
2002 IHSAA Basketball Tour-
nament

 Post-secondary education after 
graduating from BHS: Bachelor’s: 
Ball State 2006; master’s: Indiana Uni-

versity-Purdue University Fort Wayne 
2009; doctorate - Indiana State Univer-
sity 2018

Current Role: Superintendent of 
Bluffton M.S.D.

Years in Education:  14
Professional Experiences 

/ Positions held:  Business 
CTE Teacher; business man-
ager, transportation director, 
assistant superintendent.

Family: Family: Jessica 
(wife); Bailey (daughter, 12); 
Addison (daughter, 11); Dea-
con (son, 8); Liam (son, 7).

 Last book read: “The Dis-
ciplined Pursuit of Less” by 

Greg McKeown and “Ghost: My Thirty 
Years as an FBI Undercover Agent” by 
Michael McGowan.

Brad Yates

Name:  Teresa (Squires) Gremaux
Current residence:  Kendallville
BHS Class of: 1979
Favorite BHMSD teacher while 

in school and why: Ms. Braun, 8th-
grade English teacher. Ms. 
Braun was my favorite teacher 
simply because she was inter-
ested in my success. She was 
willing to have deep conversa-
tions that helped me understand 
my strengths. Ms. Braun was 
always encouraging and allowed 
me to be me without judgement.

 Favorite BHMSD memory: 
I remember many of us count-
ing the glass blocks in the gym 
because we misbehaved or didn’t have 
appropriate attire for Mr. Garton’s class. 
I was no exception of course. In all seri-
ousness, I did not realize it at the time, 
but overall I felt there were many car-
ing people building my character over 
the course of my years at BHMSD. I 
learned to become confident and an 
independent thinker who was willing 
to work hard to achieve far more than 
I could have ever imagined. As the say-
ing goes, it takes a village to raise a 
child; that is what BHMSD did for me. I 
try to extend that same character build-
ing and guidance to the children I come 
in contact with every day. It is my way 
of sharing the gift that BHMSD passed 
on to me. I am forever grateful for the 

time I spent as a Bluffton Tiger.
Post-secondary education after 

graduating from BHS: Indiana State 
University - Ph. D. in educational lead-
ership 2014; Indiana University, Fort 

Wayne - elementary adminis-
tration and supervision certi-
fication 2006; Indiana Univer-
sity, Fort Wayne – master’s in 
educational leadership 2005; 
Indiana University, Fort Wayne 
- bachelor’s in elementary edu-
cation 1-6 grades, 2000

Current Role: Superinten-
dent of Manchester Commu-
nity Schools 

Years in Education:  21
Professional Experiences / Posi-

tions held:  Manchester Community 
Schools - superintendent 2019-pres-
ent; North White School Corporation - 
superintendent 2015-2019; Paul Hard-
ing Junior High - principal, 2012-2015; 
Southwick Elementary - principal, 
2007-2012; Southwick Elementary full-
time teaching position, August 2001-
2007; Southwick Elementary - substi-
tute and temporary teaching position in 
grade 1, 1999 - June 2001.

Family: Husband - Ron Gremaux; 
sons - Trevor and Brent; daughters - 
Kara and Ashely; eight grandchildren.

Last book read: “Camino Winds” by 
John Grisham

Teresa Gremaux

Tiger Alumni Superintendents:

(Continued on Page 56)
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By JESSICA BRICKER
On Nate Rumschlag’s first day on the 

job as the Wells County engineer more 
than four years ago, Commissioner Presi-
dent Blake Gerber took him out to the 
White Bridge to look it over for a pos-
sible federal aid project. The grant cycle 
was open, and they had 30 days to submit 
a project.

Recalling the day, Rumschlag said 
during a recent interview that he wasn’t 
ready — he didn’t have a computer, let 
alone keys to the building just yet. That 
gave him time to put together asset man-
agement plans, and today the county 
is moving ahead with a project for that 
bridge.

Creating these plans defined his first 
year with the county, he said, and many 
of the recent grant award announce-
ments have come from the development 
of those plans and studies — which have 
“also identified the need for sustainable 
local funds to support the projects and 
future grant applications,” he said.

Under Rumschlag’s leadership, the 
county has been awarded more than $19 
million in grant funding during his tenure 
as of February. About two months after 
he told the commissioners his updated 
figure, the county received word that 
about $850,000 more in state grant fund-

ing was awarded for county projects.
He says the work he does is by no 

means his personal agenda; he wants 
to do what’s best for Wells County, and 
continually has county officials’ support 
to do the work. He said county officials 
wanted someone on staff to develop 
plans for potential projects, and he was 
tasked with doing so. And while they’ve 
made “huge strides,” Rumschlag said, 
they aren’t done yet.

He said he has a quote in his office 
from Lewis Carroll’s “Through the Look-
ing Glass” that illustrates the reason the 
county is keeping up the momentum and 
doing so much so quickly: “… It takes 
all the running you can do, to keep in 
the same place. If you want to get some-
where else, you must run at least twice as 
fast as that.”

He said he has been blessed in his role 
with the county and loves it for what’s 
done for him professionally and for what 
the projects that the community has sup-
ported.

He said he is always open for sugges-
tions when it comes to projects. He will 
write good ideas down, keep the list and 
present them as needed. He has met pas-
sionate community members along the 
way. 

“This is the most fun that I’ve had at 

a job in a long time,” he added. “So it’s a 
joy coming to work every day.”

— — —
When Rumschlag hears of possible 

grant opportunities, he brings them 
before the commissioners so 
they can provide public feed-
back on which projects to pur-
sue.

Some of the studies con-
ducted help them identify proj-
ects long before grant funding 
is available, and sometimes it’s 
just a matter of tracking down 
funding sources. He said they 
don’t pursue every grant every 
time, and he’s heavily relied 
on Indiana Department of 
Transportation funding.

He said he doesn’t put proj-
ects up for Community Crossings match-
ing grant funds from the state that he 
doesn’t plan on doing without the money 
“if we have any choice,” he said, because 
those projects fit into the long-range 
bridge or road assessment management 
plans.

“The Community Crossings match-
ing funds (program) has been a blessing 
from the county’s side,” Gerber added. 
“Because it gives us — being a smaller, 
under-50,000 community — that ability 

to leverage and that’s been key.”
Gerber says Rumschlag has stayed 

ahead of the game and has projects in the 
queue going forward for future applica-
tion cycles.

One major funding opportunity just 
fell in their laps, but the county was pre-
pared.

The Local Trax funding, which will 
reroute Hoosier Highway to connect it to 

Adams Street and in the pro-
cess close three railroad cross-
ings along the roadway, is a 
“textbook example” of why the 
county should plan in advance, 
Rumschlag said. They had the 
project identified but weren’t 
sure how to fund it until the 
state’s initiative with Norfolk 
Southern Railroad led to the 
Local Trax program, which 
gave the county $6 million 
with a $1.3 million local match 

in 2018.
“We didn’t have to say, ‘Here’s a 

grant, now how do we find a project to 
shoehorn into it?’ That’s very difficult. 
That makes my job very difficult,” Rum-
schlag said, “because (then) we’re trying 
to guess at a project.”

The commissioners and council tell 
him to keep going, so he keeps present-
ing projects to pursue, he said, noting 
their support for the work he’s doing has 
been amazing.

Master  Master  
    grant     grant 
        getter        getter
In four years as county engineer, Nate Rumschlag has exceeded 

$19 million in obtained grant funds. Here’s an inside look at the job.

Wells County Engineer Nate 
Rumschlag stands with the White 

Bridge in the background as a 
pick-up truck crosses over the 
Wabash River. A rehabilitation 

project at the White Bridge was 
awarded funds in April as part of 

the Community Crossings match-
ing grant program through the 

state. (Photo by Jessica Bricker)

Blake Gerber

(Continued on Page 37)
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By GLEN WERLING
Sometimes a whisper can be louder 

than a shout. Just ask now-retired South-
ern Wells Junior-Senior High School 
Guidance Director Steve Wagner about 
that. 

He can tell you about the power of 
presence ... and quietly commanding 
respect.

He can also tell you about how to teach 
a child in a way that the child actually 
learns, not just memorizes facts. He can 
tell you what he has learned in 44 years of 
education.

But actually he would rather tell you 
about the accomplishments of others he 
has known and how their remarkable life 
stories have influenced his life story.

But this life story is about Steve Wag-
ner.

He was born in Fort Wayne but was 
raised in Speedway, the suburb of India-
napolis that derives its name from being 
the home of the Indianapolis Motor 
Speedway.

His father was trained as a civil engi-
neer with a specialty in water pollution, 
but in Wisconsin, where both Wagner’s 
mother and father were from, there were 
no engineering jobs to be had, so he 
looked south. In Fort Wayne he landed 
a job with the Indiana Board of Health. 
From Fort Wayne he took a position with 
the main office of the State Board of 
Health in Indianapolis.

Wagner graduated from Brebeuf Jesuit 
High School in Indianapolis in 1972. The 
Jesuits are an order that promotes sharing 
gifts, pursuing justice, and having concern 
for the poor and marginalized.  Teaching, 
for Wagner, seemed like a natural exten-
sion of that mission.

“I could easily become a Jesuit,” Wag-
ner said, noting that the social work of the 
Jesuits really appeals to him.

He did first apply to med school, but 

that didn’t work out. “But medicine and 
teaching are a whole lot alike,” Wagner 
said.

He received his degree in psychol-
ogy and biology from Wabash College in 
1976. “It is their notion that teachers are 
born and not made,” Wagner said. “They 
do enough to get a person certified as a 
teacher.”

After graduating from Wabash Col-
lege, he put out three resumés. One of 
those was to Salesian Preparatory School 
in Cedar Lake. Wagner’s father encour-
aged him to pursue his first teaching job 
there. “He said Cedar Lake is a really neat 
community,” Wagner recalled.

But he also had an interview in Bluff-
ton. They were back-to-back, just a day 
apart.

At Salesian, he would have been 
expected to wear a tie at all times, Wag-

ner recalled. In a laboratory, a tie can be 
a liability, Wagner said. Then he got a 
tour of the biology classroom. “It was 
literally a classroom with a small closet 
and it reeked of formaldehyde,” Wagner 
recalled.

The person who took Wagner on a tour 
of the school told him, “I’m really inter-
ested in offering you the job, but I don’t 
think you’re going to take it,” Wagner 
recalled with a laugh. Perhaps it was most 
fortunate for Wagner that he picked Bluff-
ton. Salesian Preparatory closed perma-
nently in 1979.

Bluffton-Harrison’s school superinten-
dent at that time was Milo Eiche. Wag-
ner was offered a position in the fall of 
1976, the opening year of Bluffton Junior 
High School — which eventually became 
Bluffton Middle School.

He spent one year teaching at the 
junior high school (that was before it was 
called middle school), one year teaching 
at both the junior high school and the high 
school and then became full-time at the 
high school.

“I kind of followed Ken Ballinger’s 
(Continued on Page 45)
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Steve Wagner wrapped up 44 years in 
education, retiring from Southern Wells in 
February of this year — just ahead of the 
COVID-19 restrictions on education. (Photo 
by Glen Werling)

Steve Wagner spoke softly
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Superintendent Scott Mills in the Northern Wells Community 
Schools board room at the central office. Mills is retiring after 
being Northern Wells superintendent for 13 years. (Photos by 
Devan Filchak)

Two of county’s school systems 
will see some ‘super’ changes

Superintendent Steve Darnell in the Southern Wells Junior-
Senior High School library media center following a school 
board meeting. Darnell is retiring after being Southern Wells 
superintendent for 4 years.

By DEVAN FILCHAK
Leadership for Wells County 

schools will look a lot different in 
2021 with Northern Wells Super-
intendent Scott Mills and Southern 
Wells Superintendent Steve Darnell 
both retiring this year. 

Northern Wells has been Mills’ 
first superintendent position, and 
he’s been there for 13 years, mak-
ing it the longest single position 
he’s ever held. 

For years, Mills taught math and 
served as the varsity coach for vari-
ous sports, including basketball, 
golf and softball. He’s taught in 
Indiana, Illinois and Arizona. 

Mills said it was after he 
returned from Arizona to teach at 
Rochester School Corporation in 
northern Indiana when the princi-
pal at the time asked him if he was 
interested in becoming an admin-
istrator. He soon earned an admin-
istrative license and was named 
the assistant principal at Rochester 
Middle School. He later became 
the principal there when the posi-
tion opened up. 

Then he was approached about 
moving up the leadership ladder 
once again, but it was by the Roch-
ester superintendent at the time. 
Mills went back to school to get his 
superintendent license and to work 
on his Ph. D. After a change in 
superintendents, Mills took a job as 
principal at Batesville High School 
in southeast Indiana. 

Mills said he thought being 
a superintendent would be the 
right next step for him as he had 
learned about managing students as 
assistant principal and handling a 
school’s staff as principal. 

“Having been a teacher, I 
learned what the effect of a good 
administrator or a bad administra-
tor would be on a school environ-
ment,” Mills said. 

In 2007, Mills was hired as the 
superintendent at Northern Wells. 
He started in the position at the 
beginning of 2008. He was familiar 
with Norwell football as they had 
played against Rochester before. 
He said the fans and the commu-
nity were unbelievable. 

When he interviewed, he said he 
felt the same way about the board 

at the time.
“With the board, it just felt 

right,” Mills said. “They seemed 
down to Earth and in it for all the 
right reasons.”

Mills recognized that not every 
teacher would get approached with 
the idea of becoming an adminis-
trator like he was. 

“If I had to characterize (why 
I was approached), I think I am a 
confident person. I think I develop 
a good rapport with people. I try 
to look at the positive side of situ-
ations as much as possible,” Mills 
said. “I’m not satisfied with status 
quo. I want to keep things moving 
forward.”

The position comes with a lot of 
big decision making, which Mills 
said needs to have a balance of 
sorts. 

“You have to be willing to make 
a decision. You also have to be 
willing to change your mind when 
you know you did something that 
wasn’t right or could have been 
done better,” he said. 

The biggest challenge Mills has 
had since he started as superinten-
dent was getting the school corpo-
ration into good financial standing. 
By the end of his first summer, 
Mills noticed that the staff for the 
following school year was over the 
budget that was given to the cor-
poration by the state.  That meant 
staff cuts in the spring of 2009, 
which impacted class sizes, espe-
cially at the elementary schools. 

Then 4.7 percent of the budget 
was cut by the state between 2009 
and 2010. That meant another 
round of program and personnel 
cuts in the spring of 2010. 

“We reduced staff as absolutely 
far as we could go so that we could 
get our finances turned around,” 
Mills said. “I just have so much 
admiration and respect for our staff 
that was able to remain because 
they did a fabulous job with the 
program cuts and with the person-
nel cuts we had to make.”

During his time at Northern 
Wells, Mills also saw the school 
corporation intitate the “1:1 tech-
nology,” meaning every student 
has a tablet or laptop for school 
use. That gave the school district 

the best opportunity to be success-
ful when the corporation had to 
lean more on eLearning, peaking 
with the last eight weeks of this 
past school year being done entire-
ly remotely. 

Sometimes, Mills can be trans-
parent with decisions he has to 
make, such as how he has taken 
to Facebook in recent years to 
describe exactly his thought pro-
cess when it comes to delaying or 
canceling school due to weather. 
Mills said he will not miss waking 
up at 5 a.m. to check for fog. 

However, he can’t talk about 
certain decisions he has to make, 
such as personnel issues. That has 
led to large amounts of people at 
school board meetings twice after 
principals resigned. 

Mills said he didn’t necessar-
ily think he would be retiring yet 
if it weren’t for his wife’s health. 
His wife has Huntington’s disease, 
which is an inherited condition in 
which nerve cells in the brain break 
down over time. Mills said he plans 
on just focusing on being a good 
husband and grandfather during his 
retirement. 

While Darnell is retiring, he still 
expects to work with a consulting 
group that assists school corpora-
tions on a limited basis. Darnell 
said he would be willing to step 
in as an interim superintendent or 
interim principal if need be. 

Like many superintendents, 
Darnell was a teacher before he 
was in administration. He said he 
loved being able to influence stu-
dents and help them learn tough 
concepts. 

“I started thinking, well, if I 
could do that with a classroom, 
maybe I could do that broad based 
on a bigger scale,” he said. 

Before going into administra-
tion, Darnell worked as a cur-
riculum specialist for the Indiana 
Department of Education. He said 
he missed having an impact on a 
specific school corporation during 
that time. 

His first position in administra-
tion was as assistant principal at 
Justice Thurgood Marshall Middle 
School in Marion, where Darnell 

(Continued on Page 55)
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By DAVE SCHULTZ
Jim Phillabaum has a perspective on 

Blufftton’s history that no one may ever 
have again.

Phillabaum served 11 terms, 44 years, 
on the city’s Common Council, serving 
also on its Board of Works. For nearly a 
half a century, he saw how the city oper-
ated from the inside — its successes and 
its setbacks.

Phillabaum was asked to run for coun-
cil in 1975, and he did, successfully. A 
conversation as to what he remembers — 
and the stories he has to tell — starts with 
what the city was four and a half decades 
ago.

“The Parks Department had no full-
time employees,” Phillabaum said during 
an interview in his Summit Avenue home. 
“The director was a Bluffton school 
teacher during the summer. Most of the 
programs didn’t exist. There was ice skat-
ing in Roush Park. The pool was in place, 
but the Rivergreenway didn’t exist.”

He goes on: The fire chief was part-
time and the fire engines were parked in 
what is now City Hall where Mayor John 
Whicker has his office. All of the Fire 
Department’s training was on-the-job and 
there was no radio communications with 
the various townships’ depart-
ments. “It was not as sophisticat-
ed as it is today,” he said.

The Police Department was 
structured then much as it is 
today, and the police also filled 
a significant void. With no parks 
programs, the officers operated 
the PAL — the Police Athletic 
League — to provide youth 
activities.

The water filtration plant — 
which has now been described as “hang-
ing on a thread” even as its replacement 
is under construction — was fairly new, 
with the city taking water out of the river 
to supplement what it was able to pull 
from wells. “The Street Department was a 
little building on Water Street,” he recalls, 
with some of the equipment stored out-
side. There was no EMS.

“Main Street, north of the river, was 
three lanes wide,” he recalls. “The center 
lane was not the turn lane. It was the pass-
ing lane — known as the suicide lane.” 
There was parking on both sides of Main 
Street downtown. And it wasn’t until Bill 
Fryback became mayor that his office 
became a full-time position.

The Board of Works, on which he 

served most of his political career, over-
sees the city’s infrastructure and its servic-
es. As such, he’s able to talk about those 
improvements with no small amount of 
authority — improvements to the water 
system, including the development of a 
well field; a quite modern sewage treat-
ment facility, keeping the city’s wastewa-
ter out of the river; development of a 911 
system; and the city’s economic growth.

“We are still an agricultural-
based community but there were 
a lot more job opportunities 
here,” he said. And then, with 
a moment’s thought, he adds: 
“There were a lot of job opportu-
nities that went away, too.”

He lost his bid for a 12th con-
secutive term last November, 
when Scott Mentzer defeated 
him for the Fourth District seat 
on the Common Council. When 

the results became evident on Election 
Night, he walked into Republican head-
quarters, found Mentzer, and gave him a 
pin that he had worn.

“It was just something I did,” he said. 
“I was defeated. I wanted to give him 
something to recognize him for his vic-
tory.”

His transition into a life of full retire-
ment has been somewhat delayed, of 
course, by the COVID-19 pandemic. 
It’s hard to find something to do when 
nobody’s really doing anything, any-
where. He expects, eventually, to get 
involved in a civic organization or two — 
the Friends of the Ouabache State Park, 
for instance, or the Wells County Histori-
cal Society.

It’s evident, however, that he would 
love to be retaining his insiders’ view of 
the city.

The closing question of the conversa-
tion was this: “Do you miss it?”

“Yes, I do,” was his simple answer. �

Jim Phillabaum, right, 
gives a lapel pin he had 

won during his time of the 
Bluffton Common Council 

to his successor, Scott 
Mentzer, after Mentzer 

won the election for the 
Fourth District seat on 

the council in November. 
(Photo provided)

Jim Phillabaum has a unique 
perspective on Bluffton’s history
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By GLEN WERLING
John Stauffer is on a mission.
The Southern Wells grad would like to get more peo-

ple excited about downtown Bluffton — and he’s putting 
his money where his heart is.

In 2017, he and his father, Steve Stauffer, retired 
Southern Wells agriculture teacher and FFA leader, were 
checking out the real estate listings and they came across 
three downtown buildings for sale.

“We saw the price and we saw what the possible rent-
al income was,” Stauffer said. “So I called up dad and 
said, ‘It would be silly not to go ahead and buy these 
buildings, wouldn’t it?’”

They ended up buying two of the three. “That was 202 
W. Market and 211 W. Market — they’re where Busted 
Haft is and Lorelai Lace is operating,” Stauffer said.

When checking into buying the buildings, their ini-
tial thought was they would just be making necessary 
repairs.  They had never been landlords before.

“Then we got into construction a little more than what 
we really wanted to,” Stauffer recalled. They were excit-
ed to get a first-floor renter right away, but the new shop 
owner really wanted to get open in six weeks. “There are 
not a lot of construction folks that you can find and say 
‘Hey, can you come and start for me next week?’”

So, they did much of it themselves.  It needed paint-
ing, it needed the ceiling fixed, it needed new light fix-
tures. 

“I think it hadn’t been open for retail sale in probably 
10 years,” Stauffer said, adding, “This young lady was 
really ready to open up, so dad and I ended up doing 
demolition and we ended up doing the painting and find-
ing a few folks with a few more skills than us.”

That included having a brother-in-law who knew how 
to do drywall and someone else came and did the mud-
work.

“It was a project where we basically ended up doing 
the whole thing. It was fun to spend all that time together, 
but we also knew that we were not going to be able to do 
every project,” Stauffer said.

Still, they were having fun — so far. “We said we 
loved each other before this started and we added that we 
wanted to still love and like each other when it’s done. 
If there was any point where the loving and the liking 
stopped or we were challenged in a significant way, then 
we would close up shop.”

As they got into it, they realized there would be more 
major construction projects that would need to be done. 
“But we spent the first year mainly fixing stuff that need-
ed to be fixed because it was broken,” Stauffer said.

It included replacing faucets and setting new toilets.
“I’ve set more toilets in the last three years than I 

thought I would set in a lifetime,” Stauffer said. “I’m 
pretty decent at setting a toilet now.”

He doesn’t hesitate to ask for advice if a project is 
going to require a new skill he hasn’t developed yet. 
“We’ve got some contractors who have provided us with 
a lot of good advice through all of this,” he said.

The Stauffers also wanted to be comfortable when 
they ran across their tenants elsewhere in the community. 
“We want to be proud of how we’re operating and how 
we’re dealing with folks. I think we’ve been able to con-
tinue doing that,” he said.

“We’ve been aggressive in trying to fill the spaces, 

rather than just trying to shoot for the highest rent we can 
collect. We felt like if we’ve got someone who’s going to 
contribute some sweat equity and learn with us as land-
lords, there’s a value in that for us,” Stauffer said.

Through it all, he started to consider moving his fam-
ily to one of the apartments he owned. It would cut down 
on his commute to his properties, he would be close by if 
needed, and he would be able to show his children what 
he does.

“This is not my full-time profession by any means,” 
Stauffer said. He works at BAE Systems on the south 
side of Fort Wayne. “But in the evening if I have a repair 
job to do it will be really easy if I have a sink to repair to 
grab my kids and show them what I do. I can’t take my 
kids to work at BAE, but I wanted to have some kind of 
business opportunity where they can work with me and 
they can see how I work and how I interact with people. 
They can see if I make a mistake or make a good deci-
sion,” Stauffer said.

As a child, Stauffer had the opportunity to see his 
father at work at Southern Wells during all K-12 years of 
his attendance. 

“I got the opportunity to see how he would interact 
with the principal, or the superintendent or other teach-
ers, or the students,” Stauffer said. “I think that’s some-
thing that is undervalued when kids don’t get to see what 
mom and dad does on a regular basis,” he added, though 
he admitted that in many professions, it’s not practical.

He’s currently remodeling two upstairs apartments in 
two side-by-side buildings — one that housed the Carnall 
law office and the other the former Snug Café. Fraction 
Apparel and Home currently occupies the lower story of 
both buildings while the upper story of one will be a rent-
al apartment and the one closest to the new courthouse 
plaza will be his family’s new home. They will be mov-
ing from the country in the Southern Wells district.

“My wife (Renelle) was the person who I had to 
sell the idea to first,” Stauffer said. “I’m fortunate and 
blessed to have a wife who is at least willing to listen to 
any crazy idea I come up with at least once. She under-
stood some of the passions and interests in working with 
the people downtown here and working with the ten-
ants.”

The Stauffers have moved several times for work-
related opportunities. They met in Memphis, Tenn., they 
moved to Minneapolis, Minn, then to Pennsylvania and 
now to Indiana.

“When we came back to Indiana, I would say that was 
actually driven by our desire to be closer to family, than 
specifically work,” Stauffer said.

The move will mean living in a much smaller space 
than what the Stauffers had become accustomed to, there 
will be no yard for their children to play — and Renelle 
got to see the building when it was at its worst.

“She struggled to see what this place could be, but 
from the time that dad and I started talking about pur-
chasing these buildings my mind was going to what this 
space could become,” Stauffer said.

“I really enjoy building and fixing something up. But 
dad and I — and I would say my siblings are the same 
way — like the idea of making something better than 
what it was. So, the first time Renelle walked in here 
and saw the walls framed out, she’s seeing this as a place 
where we can live,” Stauffer said.

He added that she’s also excited about being able to 
spend more family time together. The Stauffers have 
three children, Isaac 5, Christian 3, and Hannah just shy 
of a year.

There was a little anxiety about losing the big yard, 
but he added, “There’s fun things to do here. We love to 
go to the library, we love walking down by the river. I 
look forward to maybe doing bike rides to the state park 
on the Rivergreenway path. Maybe there will be bike 
rides to Dairy Queen,” Stauffer said. “It will be different, 
but we’re really excited about it.”

However, he does admit that it might not be perma-
nent. It’s a wait-and-see process. “We want to be here for 
at least one Street Fair,” he said laughing.

The children are excited about the move, he added. 
“I’m sure there’s going to be some times that they’re not 
as excited about it. I’m sure at those times we can run 
around, go to the library or play on the plaza,” he said.

And if they need to get back out to the country, they� 

John Stauffer takes a break from work being done to his 
apartment by Herb Reinhardt of Christian Brothers Con-
struction above the Fraction consignment store. 

(Photo by Glen Werling)

John Stauffer’s downtown mission
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John Stauffer, cont.
still have John’s parents’ farm in Not-
tingham Township. “I know that we can 
always go out to mom and dad’s and work 
in the garden. That will be an oasis.”

The idea of investing in the downtown 
has been contagious in the Stauffer family 
as his father and John’s brother, Nathan, 
also own a downtown building together 
where Joyce Gifts, Crafts and Antiques is 

located. 
“We’re excited for what the downtown 

is moving toward. This is the community 
we grew up in,” Stauffer said. 

“I lived my entire life in Wells County 
until I went away to school at Purdue. We 
believe in second chances. We believe 
in redemption and we believe this town, 
downtown, is worth repairing, rehabilitat-
ing and worth saving,” he said. �

By BOB CAYLOR
When schools and many businesses 

were closed to help slow the spread of 
COVID-19, Habegger’s Ace Lumber 
of Bluffton was there to help those who 
found themselves with time on their 
hands. It didn’t take area residents long 
to turn to home projects as a way to stay 
busy.

Owner Steve Frauhiger said that he 
doesn’t have precise numbers yet, but it 
appears that business increased 20-25 per-
cent during the roughly two months when 
many businesses deemed non-essential by 
the state government were closed.

“We were just really blessed, because 
we and all the hardware stores were con-
sidered essential businesses,” Frauhiger 
said.

“We saw a lot of people we hadn’t 
seen before,” he said. The boost in sales 
was particularly beneficial to Habegger’s, 
he said, because so much of their work is 
with contractors. Drawing new customers 
— many of whom were individual home-
owners delving into home improvements 
— gave the crew at the hardware store 
and lumber yard a terrific opportunity.

“Getting new people in was really a 
bonus for us,” he said.

Frauhiger said that he’s seen increased 
sales in virtually everything in the store’s 
inventory. Paint, which he’s always posi-
tioned as one of the store’s specialties, did 
very well. It’s a great entry point to home 
improvement for novice do-it-yourselfers. 
Even for the most experienced customers, 
it’s hard to beat a new coat or two of paint 
as an easy and affordable way to spruce 
up a home.

There have been occasional short-
ages in some supplies, based on increased 
demand or disruptions in production and 
transportation.

Treated lumber, such as customers 
would use in building or repairing decks, 

is one example. “We had a pretty big run 
on that (in April),” he said. 

Steve Frauhiger owns the lumber 
yard and hardware store at 728 W. Mar-
ket St. together with sons Jeremy and 
Jesse Fraughiger. They’ve expanded on 
the decades-long presence of the former 
Cline Lumber, which their family and 
Habegger Building and Supply bought. 
Frauhiger said the store’s 14th anniver-
sary was in April. �

Owner Steve Fraugher, with hundreds of color cards in his paint department in the background, 
said paint is a mainstay of the business at Habegger’s Ace Lumber. (Photo by Bob Caylor)

Pandemic 
brought in 
new people
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By MARK MILLER
Any organization that marks its 65th year will have 

gone through a number of changes. Bi-County Services 
Inc. has seen more than most — perhaps more than any.

“I think the biggest thing that this organization has 
changed is how the people we serve are perceived,” said 
current President Tim Ramsey.

That is certainly evidenced by the changes in name 
and the terminology associated with the organiza-
tion’s clients. An early history, written in 1969, begins 
“The first program for the retarded in Adams and Wells 
counties was started in January, 1955 …”. It was called 
the Vera Cruz Opportunity School which became the 
Adams-Wells Association for Retarded Children in May, 
1968; that name was changed to Adams-Wells Asso-
ciation for Retarded Citizens in 1976 as the programs 
expanded. When the current building at 425 E. Harrison 
Road was erected in 1989, the name was changed to Bi-
County Services of Adams and Wells Counties to reflect 
both the further expansion of services and the changing 
perceptions and stigma of the word “retarded.”

While the national and state-level organizations with 
which Bi-County is associated continue to go by the ini-
tials “ARC,” no where will you find any reference to that 
word. The simple, brief explanation of what Bi-County 
does today is “provide support and other services for 
handicapped individuals.”

However, you will get a better sense of how they do 
that from their mission statement: “Recognizing that all 
individuals have dignity and worth, it is the mission of 
Bi-County Services to enable individuals with disabili-
ties to make choices and to live, learn, and participate 
meaningfully in their community.”

That is accomplished through a long list of programs, 

including residential group homes, supported living (also 
known as “Medicare Waiver homes”), wellness coordi-
nation, day services, sheltered workshops, transporta-
tion services, music therapy, community integration and 
partnerships and a special fitness center for handicapped 
clients.

While initially supported by a 2-cent levy on property 
taxes in both counties, BCS gets almost all of its reve-
nue from state and federal government programs and its 
workshops that employ clients to produce products and 
services for local companies. Each county continues to 
provide an annual appropriation of $39,312, an amount 
that hasn’t changed in more than 25 years.

“The commissioners of both counties have always 
expressed their appreciation,” Ramsey said. He sched-
ules an annual presentation during budget cycles. “‘What 
would we do if you weren’t here?’ They say every year. 
They often refer to Bi-County as truly a gift.”

And that is what drew Ramsey to accept his current 
position 10 years ago when longtime president John 
Whicker decided to retire. Ramsey had 27 years experi-
ence in manufacturing, working in the service area and 
dealing with customers.

“After you do this for a while, you realize that it really 
makes you a better person,” he said. “People depend on 
us for everything. It’s pretty special.”

Ramsey is quick to give the lion’s share of credit to 
Whicker for not only his mentorship in getting him up 
to speed, but for Whicker’s leadership in putting BCS on 
solid financial footing and the expansion of its services.

“John spent so much time with me,” Ramsey said, 
with a heavy emphasis on “so,” and continued, “I’m sure 
he got tired of me asking questions.”

“Not at all,” Whicker was quick to respond. In fact, 
Whicker continued to help out part-time at Bi-County 
until he began serving as Bluffton’s mayor after the 2019 

65 years
of making of making 

a differencea difference

Bi-County Services 
began in January 1955 

in the abandoned school 
building in Vera Cruz, 

originally built in 1896. 
The 40x80-foot building 

at left was added in 1964. 
This photo was taken in 

1968, at which time it was 
noted that the Vera Cruz 
Opportunity School had 
three certified teachers 

and three part-time 
volunteers. 

(News-Banner archives)

Changes in names and buildings, but not in the mission
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By MARK MILLER
When Marsha Nicholas began working 

for Bi-County Services in 1977, that was 
not its name, nor was it on East Harrison 
Road. She has seen the ups and downs of the 
organization through the years, and like all 
of those who decide to make this a career, 
“you get attached to the work and the mis-
sion,” she said. “And you can’t help but get 
attached to the people, our clients.”

A 1976 Bluffton High School gradu-
ate, she had married and was working for 
McDonalds.

“I needed a job,” she said. She applied 
through the 1970s CETA program — Com-
prehensive Employment and Training Act. 
“Everything was manual” at the Vera Cruz 
location, she said.

She began as a clerk/typist but that 
evolved into being an administrative assis-
tant to the office staff. At some point, 
“someone asked if I wanted to be the HR 
manager,” she continued. “I said ‘sure, what 
does that mean?’” She is not sure what year 
that was but it was before the move to their 
current location in 1989.

Nicholas has been the human resources 
director since, overseeing employee ben-
efits and managing employee issues, a job 
that grew in complexities as the organiza-
tion grew and the world changed. When she 
started, “there might have been 25 of us,” 
she said. Today, the staffing can vary but is 
currently about 170, “and we’re short about 
10 or 15 people.”

Keeping a full staff is a continual chal-
lenge in an industry that historically has high 
turnover. The low unemployment numbers 
of the past few years heighten that challenge.

Marsha Nicholas began working for what is 
now Bi-County Services in Vera Cruz in 1977. 
She has served as the HR director for most of 
her career. 

Marsha Nicholas 
has seen the ups 

and downs at BCS

Tim Ramsey, left, and John Whicker next to Whicker Park, the all-inclusive playground 
that was opened June 28, 2017 and named in honor of Whicker. The pavilion in the rear 
left was added in 2018 and named in Ramsey’s honor by the board of directors. The park 
is adjacent to Whicker Field, which has its own history. Originally built to accommodate 
BCS’s day services’ recreational needs, it became a perfect fit for what had been a loosely 
organized summer baseball league for handicapped children known as “The Dream Team.” 
(Contemporary Photos by Mark Miller)

elections.
Whicker originally came to 

Bluffton in 1976 to manage the 
new Moorman’s Manufacturing 
plant and began serving on the Bi-
County board a few years before 
Bill Hambrick, who had served as 
the executive director since 1986, 
announced his resignation in April 
1993.

Whicker’s interest in the mis-
sion was triggered by his wife 
Jolin’s experience of having a sis-
ter who had been institutionalized 
with severe disabilities. Whicker 
served on the search committee for 
a new leader and “at some point, 
I went home and told Jolin that 
I thought I could do this job,” he 
shared.

His background was attractive 
to the board of directors since a 
new initiative, a glove manufactur-
ing division, was losing money.

“‘Fix it or close it,’ was one 
of my initial directives from the 
board,” he said. The manufactur-
ing was replaced by a re-selling 
effort which was successful “but 
it got to the point when there was 
no client involvement,” Whicker 
recalled. “This wasn’t part of our 
mission.”

Hence, the glove division was 
sold off. That work had initiated a 
new building just east of the cur-
rent building; it was eventually 
sold to the new Boys and Girls 
Club, an organization that Ramsey 
said has become a partner in a 
number of programs that benefits 
their members and BCS clients.

“The keys to Bi-County’s 
financial success are keeping our 
homes full and making a profit in 
our workshops,” Whicker said.

That work has certainly been 
impacted by the continual evolu-
tion of manufacturing efficien-
cies, Ramsey noted. While BCS’s 
clients are able to do repetitive 
assembly work that many indus-
tries need, “these days, a lot of the 
companies design their products 
to eliminate the need for what we 
do.”

While Bi-County’s two work-
shops that employ handicapped 
people — one in Bluffton and the 
other in Decatur — remain open 
and busy, the volume and profit-
ability are not what they used to 
be.

As a result of that and some 
empty beds in a couple group 
homes, BCS cash flows have 
not been positive the past year 
or more, “but it’s always been a 

roller coaster ride,” Ramsey and Whicker 
agreed.

Fortunately, the sale of the glove divi-
sion and the building — along with sav-
ing during more profitable years in the 
workshops — BCS has reserves to ride 
through these downswings, they added.

Coronavirus impact
The arrival of the coronavirus to mark 

BCS’ 65th year has not been helpful, of 
course. It has caused them to shut down 
the day services, which provides activi-
ties, social and educational opportunities 

Bi-County has been involved with Special Olympics since its inception in 1968. This basket-
ball team, the “Adams-Wells Braves,” defeated a team from the Johnny Appleseed Center 
in Fort Wayne in March 1977. The equipment and uniforms, the photo’s caption read, were 
“purchased through donations made by various businesses in the community,” another indi-
cation of the strong community support the organization has received over its 65 years 
from the two-county community. Team members were, front row from left, Mike Bradley, Jim 
Huffman, coach Jon Eger, Ronnie Williams and David Quackenbush; back row: Jim LaFol-
lette, Bill Thomas, Bobby Bricker and Roger Eubank. (Bi-County archives photo)(Continued on Page 41)

(Continued on Page 41)
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By GLEN WERLING
It wasn’t exactly a promise that Jeff 

Shelton made to a good friend.
But still, it was one he kept.
“I had a close, personal friend. We 

would joke about getting exotic ani-
mals and camels was our thing,” Shelton 
recalled. “We joked about getting a camel 
for this farm, because we’ve had this farm 
for quite awhile.”

They had a good time talking about 
how they would go somewhere in the 
United States to try and buy a camel.

“He died in his 40s of a heart attack,” 
Shelton said. “It just made me think, 
‘Why am I waiting? If I’m going to get a 
camel, I need to get a camel now.’”

That’s where Elvis came in.
Not Elvis Presley, but a camel named 

Elvis purchased from an Amish man 
named Dallas in Shipshewanna.

No fooling.
“That’s hilarious to me,” Shelton said 

laughing a little as he recalled it.
Shelton found out about the Amish 

camel breeder and camel dairy farmer 
through a co-worker.

They brought Elvis home — as a baby 
— “And we loved him,” Shelton said. 
They became very attached to him.

“Unexpectedly he died of an intestinal 
rupture, which is somewhat uncommon,” 
Shelton said. “But camels are susceptible 

to parasites in this area.”
Shelton figured that was the end of 

camels on the family farm. But everyone 
in the family was heartbroken, he said, so 
they went back to their Amish camel sup-
plier.

“We bought two more. Priscilla, which 
is Elvis’ girlfriend, and Tula, and then ulti-
mately we went back and got two more,” 
Shelton said.

Four camels total — two single-
humped dromedaries and two double-
humped Bactrians.

As Shelton is talking the camels are 
being prepared for the day’s training of 
getting used to having a rider. Nathan and 
Maiah Shelton, Jeff’s children, and oth-
ers from the neighborhood are more than 
willing participants. Nathan leads, Maiah 
rides. Wife Jill also leads as one of the 
girls in the neighborhood rides. There’s 
no shortage of people willing to ride the 
camels.

“We wanted both dromedaries and 
Bactrians,” Shelton said.

To the layman, it might be confusing as 
to which is which, but expert camel train-
er Tim Hendrickson, who lives not that 
far from the Shelton farm in the north-
western corner of Wells County, explains, 
“D on the side is one hump, B on the side 
is two humps.”

“The dromedaries are more common 

in the United States,” Shelton said. “They 
come from the Middle East. The hair, the 
wool, is thinner on the dromedary. The 
Bactrian is from Mongolia, Siberia — 
colder climates — so the wool is thicker. 
They’re also not as tall.”

Shelton’s Bactrians are in full-on 
shed mode on this warm May day. Large 
clumps of wool are falling off.

Shelton said that both species handle 
Indiana’s colder winters well because 
they’ve adapted to them.

“The two humps are very uncommon 
in this area. Even the camel people say 
they’ve not really been around the two 
humps,” Shelton said.

Compared to the farm animals one typ-
ically finds on a Midwestern farm, camels 
are much more difficult to maintain, Shel-
ton observed.

“They can’t handle the parasites that 
are common in our area,” he said. “So we 
have to be very cautious of that.”

They’re also a lot more skittish, he 
says. “It takes them longer to get comfort-
able with everything going on.”

The Bactrians tend to be even more 
anxious than the dromedaries. “But once 

they start working, they do calm down. 
They do get more relaxed,” Shelton said.

He discovered just how smart they are, 
too. One time during training, there was a 
shovel leaning against the inside wall of 
the barn, but one of the camels could see 
it and didn’t like it. It was out of place. 
The shovel did not belong there and the 
camel knew it, and remained uncoopera-
tive until the shovel was moved.

“There’s no comparison to other ani-
mals,” Hendrickson said, adding, “In 
some ways they’re easier to work with 
than a horse but in other ways they’re 
much harder, because they out-think 
you.”

The camels are more than pets. 
They’re an integral part of a ministry to 
boys that the Shelton family has run for a 
number of years out of their farm. 

It’s been generally boys between the 
ages of 13 and 15 who come work on 
the Sheltons’ farm. They bale hay, they 
clean pens of the other animals the Shel-
tons keep, along with other chores. “They 
learn that farm work ethic,” Shelton said. 
“We like having some unusual animals 
that they find interesting. We think that 
adds to the experience.”

Dromedary tales

The Shelton family wanted to do something a bit different

Above: The Shelton family and friends with two of Jeff and Jill Shelton’s four camels on 
their rural Markle farm. From left, Cade Shelton, Connor Bates, Jill Shelton, Maiah Shelton, 
Emma Bailey on the left camel, Nathan Shelton, Maddie McCabe on the right camel, Jeff 
Shelton and Levi Leidig. (Photos by Glen Werling)

(Continued on Page 33)
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Maiah Shelton 
lowers herself 

into the saddle 
aboard one of 
the Sheltons’ 

Bactrians as her 
brother Nathan 
holds the reins. 
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A first-person account by club co-founder 
and frequent News-Banner contributor, 
Kayleen Reusser

Young adult novels, Chicken Soup 
and Guidepost stories, devotions, books 
on military and history subjects, travel, 
business websites, children’s stories and 
books, and Amazon reviews. The list 
could go on.

Since the first meeting of the Bluffton 
Christian Writing Club in October 2009, 
our members have published a plethora of 
pieces for local and national readers. The 
group was founded by Rhonda Maller of 
Bluffton and myself as an effort to bring 
together people who enjoyed working 
with words and were interested in helping 
others do the same in a Christian setting.

Members are residents of Wells, 
Adams, Huntington, and Allen counties, 
as well as northwest Ohio. We begin 
each meeting with prayer, then share 
writing news, successes, struggles, and 
take turns reading each other’s works in 
progress.

The scope of writings among our 
members is vast. Founding member Alan 
Daugherty writes a long-running col-
umn in the News-Banner, “Angelkeep 
Journals”. Daugherty has published “Mr. 
Aartemann’s Crayon,” and a mystery 
about the flood in Bluffton in 1913. He 
credits the writing group’s proofreading 
skills with helping him to place in nation-
al contests, including Reader’s Digest. 
As a result of posting hundreds of book 
reviews on Amazon, Daugherty is consid-
ered by many in the Christian publishing 
world as an “influencer.” Locally, he has 
researched people and groups in Wells 
County’s history and donated his findings 
to the Wells County Public Library and 
other locales.

Jessica Lehman of Berne joined the 
group as a high school student. During 
college, she was accepted for an intern-
ship with Focus on the Family in Colorado 
Springs, Col., writing for their children’s 
magazines. Today, she freelances for 
news articles, Sunday school curriculum, 
and content for organizations, while also 
working at the Berne Library. She is also 
writing middle-grade adventure novels.

Long-time member John Schnieders, 
formerly of Decatur and now Fort Wayne, 
has been working on a fantasy novel for 
young adults. “I have learned so much 

about writing, critiquing, resources from 
this group,” he said.  

Lana Shoaf of Adams County writes 
non-fiction Bible studies, devotionals, and 
parenting articles. Since joining the group 
in 2017, she has completed a degree from 
Moody Bible Institute and developed a 
Christian ministry of speaking and writ-
ing. “The Bluffton Christian Writing Club 
group helps me stay accountable as a writ-
er,” she said. “They encourage and chal-
lenge me to grow as a writer.” 

Beth Steury of Berne has published 
novels for young adults. She has done 
some online business writing and is a 

contributor to the Midwest Almanac. She 
blogs about her search for her biological 
family at BethSteury.com. “The group has 
helped me with inspiration and camarade-
rie,” she said.  

Rhonda Maller writes stories and arti-
cles for the Christian market and business 
writing for companies around the nation. 
She believes the words from Proverbs 
27:17 demonstrate the group’s position: 
“As iron sharpens iron, so a man sharpens 
the countenance of his friend.” 

“Each member has exceeded our 
expectations,” she said. “I believe they 
would agree they have received more than 

they have given.” 
Karen Kelly of Bluffton recently pub-

lished her first book, “Much More Than 
Words: A Sibling Story,” about her daugh-
ter and a son who died in 2019. She has 
also written non-fiction stories for all 
ages, devotions, and poetry. “I joined the 
group because I felt God wanted me to use 
writing as an outlet and I wanted to learn 
more,” she said.  

Other members -- Michael Reynolds of 
Huntington County and Kathy Thompson 
from northwestern Ohio -- write devotion-
al pieces. Thompson’s pieces have been 
published in Guideposts, Woman’s World, 
and other publications. 

I have written 16 books for children 
and five books on World War II. The histo-
ry books were the result of a story I wrote 
about Craigville resident and World War II 
veteran, Carl Mankey, for my column that 
ran for 11 years in the Sunriser News. I’ve 
freelanced with the News-Banner, News-
Sentinel in Fort Wayne, and other publi-
cations. Several stories have appeared in 
“Chicken Soup for the Soul” and other 
Christian anthologies. I blog about World 
War II and speak to groups about veterans 
I’ve interviewed.

Many of us have sought to increase our 
writing skills by attending writing confer-
ences and classes. 

Sadly, during the group’s tenure, three 
members have passed away – Paul Sell, 
Dr. Victor Binkley, and Ralph Garcia. 
Each one contributed greatly and we miss 
them. 

We currently meet weekly through 
Google Hangouts. New members are 
always welcome and can contact me at 
KayleenReusser@gmail.com. �
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Christian writers’ group marks 
a decade of helping each other

Members of the Bluffton Christian Writing Club attend a Christmas party at the home of 
Beth Steury. Seated front, from left: Lana Shoaf, Jessica Lehman, and John Schnieders 
Back row: Michael Reynolds, Sherri Reynolds, Ed Maller, Rhonda Maller, Kayleen Reuss-
er, John Reusser, Beth Steury, and Karen Kelly. (Photo provided)
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Shelton admits he was very fortunate 
to find Hendrickson, observing that the 
Huntington County man is the foremost 
expert on camels in the Midwest.

“He ran the Philadelphia Zoo camel 
exhibit for 35 years and now he runs the 
Louisville Zoo’s camel exhibit,” Shelton 
said. “He’s been coming to help us train 
them to ride.”

At first the Shel-
tons were unaware that 
there was an expert 
trainer so close to 
them.

“We had been 
looking for a trainer. 
There was an Austra-
lian camel trainer who 
came to the states and 
offered a training pro-
gram in Kansas. So 
last fall, Nathan, I, Jill 
and (daughter) Quinn 
loaded the camels into 
a trailer and took them 
to Kansas for camel 
training school.”

The camels at the 
training school learned 
how to “cush” or to 
lie down so that they 
could be boarded by 
a rider. “So when we 
went out to camel 
school in the fall, it 
was just so they could learn how to cush,” 
Shelton said.

“A year ago one of the camels, Tula, 
got really sick. We took her to Purdue. 
Jill took the trailer and hauled her down 
to West Lafayette. They had never worked 
with a camel like this before. She became 
dehydrated after she got diarrhea,” Shel-
ton recalled.

A Columbia City veterinarian recom-
mended they speak with Hendrickson.

“He was in Louisville at the time 
because he’s there from March to Octo-
ber,” Shelton said.

Hendrickson started coming to the 
Shelton farm to train the camels in Janu-
ary because the zoo is closed in January.

“He and Jill have trained these cam-
els,” Shelton said.

They started with having them walk 
with a lead. Hendrickson custom made 
saddles for the Shelton camels. At first the 

camels were walked 
wearing just the sad-
dles — no riders — 
until they became 
comfortable with hav-
ing the saddles on their 
backs.

“It’s a very slow 
process with getting 
them comfortable with 
anything new,” Shel-
ton said. The process 
of getting the camels 
adjusted to riders start-
ed two months ago.

Hendrickson has 
been able to spend 
even more time at the 
Shelton farm, because 
normally he would be 
back at the Louisville 
Zoo. But COVID-19 
has kept the zoo from 
opening.

“He comes a couple 
days a week,” Shelton said.

“Our hope is eventually to have some 
excursions where people can come and 
learn about an exotic animal that’s not 
dangerous. These animals, in other cul-
tures, are bred for working,” Shelton said.

So the camels are used by the Sheltons 
as an attraction for their working farm 
and as a novelty. “And they’re here  for 
us, because we just enjoy them,” Shelton 
said. �

Naturally inquisitive, one of the Shel-
tons’ camels checks out the photog-
rapher. 

(Continued from Page 30)

Dromedary tales



34 • Tuesday, June 30, 2020 • The News-Banner

By CHET BAUMGARTNER
Georgie Corle’s friend texted her one 

night at about 10 p.m., a little befuddled. 
She had stopped at the corner of Wabash 
and Main streets, but she didn’t recognize 
it. She even momentarily wondered if she 
had turned incorrectly somewhere.

Then she remembered the bricks.
Corle and her husband, Chris, had so 

extensively changed the exterior of their 
business — Parlor City Trophy & Apparel 
— that their friend didn’t initially recog-
nize it.

Corle intends to keep the bricks, how-
ever, at the building on 125 N. Main St., 
as well as the arches above the windows, 
the “Souder’s Radiator Shop” sign and 
the massive beams on the second flood.

She didn’t just buy the building for its 
convenience. She bought it for its “char-
acter.” She also bought it for its potential 
— not just financially, but for a commu-
nity trying to revive its downtown.

“I just knew it had a lot of poten-
tial,” she said while sitting in the break 
room one morning. “It just needed to be 
exposed. They just don’t build buildings 
like this anymore.”

And even though the Corles and oth-
ers are still working on it, people have 
already thanked her for helping maintain 
downtown.

“It was awesome ... the amount of 
people that thanked us. It made me even 
happier when we were doing it. I just felt 
even more proud of owning a business 
downtown, and it makes me excited.”

The Corles purchased the building in 
July 2018 after concluding they needed 

more space for their business, then locat-
ed at 224 W. Market St., particularly after 
they purchased two more embroidery 
machines and hired two more employees.

“We were packed in there,” she said. 
“We were just outgrowing it in every 
way.”

They looked at several places, yet 
when she entered the Main Street build-
ing, she could envision a possible layout 
“right away.”

Now, almost two years after buying 
it, the Corlees employ four full-time and 
part-time workers and have filled twice as 
many display racks with more floor space 
for customers to walk more conveniently 
around the shirts and other clothing.

Customers can also spread out their 
purchases on the larger counter, and cus-
tomers, such as schools and businesses, 
who purchase large orders can pick them 
up in the building’s shipping area.

And when she’s not serving customers, 
Corle and her employees can work with 
more privacy in the semi-closed office 
area. In the previous building, no walls 
separated the office from the displays.

“It (is) just perfect,” she said.
Corle was actually working in her 

office when she discovered the building’s 
brick walls, just one of the “nice surpris-
es” she and others are still uncovering.

For instance, after removing the previ-
ous siding to expose more brick, workers 
uncovered a painted white rectangle with 
the words “Souder Radiator Shop” above 
an arched set of bricks flanking the front 
door. Corle said she knew of the bricks, 
but the sign surprised her.

After she discovered the words in 
August 2018, she asked the community 
to share any stories of the shop’s history; 
since then, she’s heard from the radiator 
shop’s nephew as well as retired police 
officers who knew Souder. She also heard 
of a Franklin Electric employee, who said 
Franklin used the building for packing. 

Corle vows to keep the brick exterior 
and the Souder sign, and she also said 
she intends to keep the large beams found 
upstairs.  The beams, fastened together to 
form a trestle to support the ceiling, look 
like they could fit just as naturally in an 
old barn.

She’s also heard that beneath her feet 
lies a cobblestone floor. She doesn’t plan 
to find that, though.

“My husband was like, ‘Don’t even,’” 
she said of the time when she first 
heard of the floor. “I just like uncov-
ering so much character,” she said. 
“I love to improve it.”

Corles credits in part the Bluffton 
NOW! Community Reinvestment 
Program and its $2,529.99 match-
ing funds. Without it, she said, they 
couldn’t have moved as quickly as 
they did with the remodeling.

However, she also said other 
members of the community have 
united to help her move — and help 
preserve the building’s look.

Scott Minnich, a local landscap-
er, offered Corle one of his trailers, 
which reduced their move to three 
trips, she said. And when Corle and 
her crew needed bricks to fill in 

holes, presumably once filled with win-
dows (one of the not-nice surprises, Corle 
said), Ben Jones, a nearby building owner, 
connected her with a man who was tear-
ing down part of a nearby building.

The man — in his 80s, Corle said — 
was trying to tear it down by himself, and 
when Corle offered him labor in return 
for the bricks, he accepted. But when she 
arrived that next Saturday with 15 work-
ers, as well as a Bobcat and a Dumpster, 
he cried.

More recently, Corle donated the ceil-
ing tiles from a drop-down ceiling to the 
Elks, who intend to use it to replace the 
tiles in their building.

Elks leader Rowdy Yates said Corle 
and Elks member Brad Hartman were 
working on another project when Hart-
man learned of the ceiling remodeling. 
Hartman passed the information to Yates, 
who volunteered labor in exchange for the 
tiles, calling it a “win-win” situation.

“We live in a great community,” Corle 
said.

One afternoon, while looking at the 
barn beams and dreaming about possibili-
ties for the upper floor, she looked out a 
window to the buildings across the street. 
She then said she hopes others see the 
character still in those buildings, even if 
its trapped behind boarded-up windows.

She hopes people will invest in shops 
downtown; she hopes people will invest 
in restaurants. She hopes people see what 
she sees — beautiful bricks, beautiful 
wood ceilings and, overall, “beautiful 
character.” �

A new, old look
Corle couple moves their business 

and uncovers history

Georgie Corle, 
owner of Parlor City 
Trophy and Apparel, 

and employees 
Tammy Saalfrank, 

left, and Renea 
Baker, right, stand 

in the display room 
at 125 N. Main St. 
The Corles moved 

into the business 
about two years ago 

and are working to 
restore its “beautiful 

character,” Corle 
said. (Photo by 

Chet Baumgartner)

Both the arched entry and the painted “Souder Radiator Shop” were revealed when alumi-
num siding was removed on the building at 125 N. Main St. in Bluffton (News-Banner photo)
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By GLEN WERLING
Following in the footsteps of a legend 

is never easy.
But first-year Southern Wells agricul-

ture teacher and FFA advisor Alexis How-
ell has found that the community and the 
students have made her transition much 
easier than she thought it 
might.

Howell knew a lot would 
be expected of her following  
Steve Stauffer, who retired 
from Southern Wells after 
more than 40 years as teacher 
and FFA advisor following 
the 2018-19 school year. He 
was again hired as a tempo-
rary after his retirement to fill 
both positions when the per-
son who was hired to replace 
him didn’t work out.

“He has been a mentor for 
me. Any questions I have, he 
is so willing to help, Howell 
said, adding, “He still comes 
in and helps with certain con-
tests and coaching. If I just 
need to talk to someone who 
understands, he’s there. It’s been a really 
great working relationship with him.”

Howell was raised on a farm outside 
of Paulding, Ohio, and graduated from 
Paulding High School. Her family raised 
pigs, goats and rabbits for 4-H and she 
was in 4-H for 13 years.

“In my high school I did all four years 
of FFA,” Howell said. “My ag teacher 
was amazing. I still have contact with her 
as a mentor.”

Howell’s teacher left being the FFA 
advisor to pursue a career in the cooperative 
extension service, Howell recalled. A teach-
er who had been in retirement stepped in, 
but that caused Howell to step up and take 
a leadership roll her senior year.

“I just loved it,” she said.
Howell graduated in May 2019 from 

Ohio State University with a bachelor’s 
degree in ag science education. In the area 
where she was raised there weren’t a lot 
of openings for ag teachers at the time she 
graduated, so she cast a wide net in hopes 
of catching a job teaching high school ag 
classes within at least driving distance.

She heard about the opening at South-
ern Wells from a Purdue University job 
board. It seemed like a solid fit so she 
decided to apply. Both of her parents 
worked in Fort Wayne and had a round-
about connection with Stauffer. “My par-
ents knew quite a few people from down 

here,” Howell said.
“I sent in all of my stuff, they offered 

me an interview, I came and interviewed 
and then they hired me within a week,” 
she recalled. “It was very fast.”

She’s about an hour and 20 minute 
drive from where she was raised.

“I interviewed with a 
panel, I interviewed with 
some of the kids that day 
and Mr. Stauffer. After that 
day I knew I wanted to be 
here,” Howell said, adding,  
“The community was so sup-
portive. They really wanted 
someone who wanted to be 
here and who wanted to teach 
the kids and that’s definitely 
what I wanted to do.”

She actually started work-
ing with the students a little 
more than a year ago, taking  
over at the end of the 2019-
20 school year.

This past year, she has 
taught agribusiness, ag 
mechanics and animal sci-
ence. She also taught a 

freshman foundational ag class and two 
semesters of agriculture to eighth grade 
students. As the FFA advisor, she is also 
charged with guiding her students in their 
supervised agriculture experience.

“It’s a 365-day-a-year commitment,” 
she said.

She set a goal this year to enhance the 
students’ skills in on-line record keeping. 
“I’ve worked extremely hard in doing that 
and getting our kids to be able to apply for 
degrees through the FFA proficiencies. 
This year we had eight students apply and 
get their future FFA degree.”

That means those students are among 
the top FFA members in Indiana. They’ve 
invested in themselves as well as their 
projects whether its working on the farm, 
raising livestock or doing service hours 
in agriculture. They have dedicated at 
least three years of their lives to FFA 
and advancing themselves in leadership, 
Howell said.

Howell wasn’t sure if the vision she 
had for her first FFA class would be 
accepted by the community, but that fear 
was far from what happened.

“It’s been a learning experience for me, 
but I’ve been welcomed in. I love it here. 
I love working and I love being with the 
kids. I want to continue to be here and I 
want to continue to grow with the kids 
and teaching ag,” she said. �

Alexis Howell finds a home 
with Southern Wells FFA

Alexis Howell succeed-
ed long-time South-
ern Wells ag teacher 
and FFA advisor Steve 
Stauffer. (Photo by Glen 
Werling)
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By JOSH BURRIS
Not many wrestlers in Wells County, 

let alone the state of Indiana, are able to 
accomplish what Southern Wells 2019 
graduate William Fiechter did in his high 
school wrestling career. 

Fiechter finished his time with the 
Raiders as a four-time sectional cham-
pion, three-time regional champion, 
two-time state qualifier, and one-time 
state placer. Fiechter placed eighth at 
this year’s state finals in the 145-pound 
weight class. 

Being a sectional champion all four 
years of high school is something Fiech-
ter said he did not pay much 
attention to when he was com-
peting, but is a big accomplish-
ment to look back on.

“Just kind of looking back 
on it, it’s almost something I 
didn’t really notice just because 
I was always looking forward 
to the next thing,” Fiechter said. 
“Obviously looking back on it, 
it’s like, wow. It’s really cool 
to be able to say that. Blessed 
enough to have the ability to 
and then a good weight class to 
work out.”

Fiechter said it was probably during 
his junior year that he realized he had a 
chance to go four-for-four in sectional 
championships. Looking back, he almost 
lost that chance in his freshman year. 

He went to overtime with Jay County 
junior Kaimen Sanders, but came out 
with an 8-6 sudden victory to take home 
the 126-pound championship at the Jay 
County sectional, getting revenge after 
losing to Sanders earlier in the season. 
Fiechter said that was probably his most 
exciting sectional title match.

“Freshman year I actually went into 
overtime. I beat a kid that I lost to at 
ACAC,” Fiechter said. “I think after my 
junior year is probably when I thought, 
hey I could maybe do this (win four sec-
tional titles).”

Fiechter said he was blessed to have 
great team support around him. His fel-

low senior teammates — Jed Perry, Josh 
Beeks, and Jacob Duncan — were all 
regional champions this year along with 
Fiechter. Fiechter said having that much 
talent helped everybody get better.

He also credited his head coach, Ryan 
Landis, for helping him and his team-
mates be successful. 

“Having a coach like Landis, and then 
having talent like that in the wrestling 
room was just incredible. It was a great 
place to be for me to grow as a wrestler,” 
Fiechter said.

Considering all his family’s previous 
success in wrestling, it was no surprise 

that Fiechter also became a 
tough competitor.

He comes from a strong 
wrestling family, with four 
older brothers — Vince, Troy, 
Darin, and Benjamin — that 
previously wrestled. All five 
Fiechters combined for 657 
wins, with William’s 148 wins 
are the most in the bunch. 

Fiechter said he remem-
bers wrestling around with his 
brothers growing up, but that 
he got his competitive career 
started in fifth grade with the 

middle school team. Since he was just a 
fifth-grader, he was allowed to compete 
in tournaments, but that was a short sea-
son because he broke his thumb after two 
matches. 

While he has enjoyed the sport, but 
admitted there were times that it was not 
easy or fun. There were bad days in prac-
tice and other days he did not even feel 
like even going to practice. 

When senior year rolled around 
though, Fiechter and his teammates want-
ed to end things on a high note and decid-
ed they were going to commit to keeping 
each other accountable with their work 
ethic.

“I think that group of us guys — me, 
Jed, Jacob, and Josh — we just kind 
of told ourselves, ‘hey this is our senior 
year… We really want to be consistent,’” 
Fiechter said. “We want to always work 

hard because some day we are going to 
wish we worked harder. So even if you 
are having a bad day, don’t let up on 
them. Just a lot of accountability.”

Perry was Fiechter’s main practice 
partner throughout his career. He said it 
was always a tough matchup consider-
ing Perry is a three-time sectional cham-
pion himself and a little bigger competing 
in the 160-pound class this past season. 
Fiechter said going against Perry every 
day made him better.

“We are best of friends,” Fiechter said. 
“If one guy is lagging behind, we have no 
problem pulling each other off or calling 
each other out. We’d beat up each other 
in practice, almost hate each other by the 
end of practice. But we’d be hanging out 
after practice. Nothing can take us apart, 
and wrestling is just another way we got 
closer.”

Fiechter said the most challenging 
aspect of wrestling is definitely the mental 

side of things — with wrestling being an 
individual sport, “all eyes are on you and 
that everybody will see if you mess up.”

When it came to preparing for a match, 
Fiechter said he didn’t do anything spe-
cial. All he wanted to do was make sure 
he got warm and ready to go.

“That’s what I always did,” he said. 
“Trying not to think about how you feel 
because if you start thinking about how 
you feel and you kind of notice you are 
tired. Then you start freaking out. That’s 
a problem I kind of had and tried to focus 
on my senior year. Just be more consistent 
and don’t worry. Always when it comes 
time to wrestle, just be ready.”

Fiechter qualified for state for the first 
time during his junior year, but during his 
first match he “blew a 4-point lead in four 
seconds” and eventually lost an 11-10 tie-
breaker. 

He said that loss served as motivation 

Four-time sectional champion

Fiechter continues family wrestling legacy

William Fiechter, right, faces off against Adams Central’s Alex Currie in the 2020 145-pound 
sectional championship match at Jay County. Fiechter won by decision, claiming the fourth 
sectional title of his career. (Photo by Josh Burris)

William Fiechter

(Continued on Page 55)
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“I try to reflect their wishes collec-
tively in the projects that we go after,” he 
said. “They want to see what’s fundable 
and they want to see some development 
happen. This has been good for the com-
munity to get these projects off dead cen-
ter because it was just a slow decline in 
condition (and) closures. We get surprised 
now and then with a surprised closure 
during an inspection but as some of these 
major issues get dealt with and built, I’m 
hoping that doesn’t happen again.”

He said the commissioners give him 
a lot of freedom, but he reports to them 
twice a month during their public meet-
ings about what he’s working on.

“Thankfully, council and the commis-
sioners have both seen the benefits of 
leveraging dollars,” he said.

Rumschlag said Wells County Council 
President Mike Mossburg supports “dol-
lar acceleration,” or turning $1 
of taxpayer money into $2, $4 or 
even $5 through grants.

“They pay for the design of a 
bridge project today for a grant 
application tomorrow, and hav-
ing that readiness is a very big 
difference in the leadership of 
the county government today 
versus the leadership of the 
county government of the past,” 
Rumschlag said.

Mossburg said he is glad 
Rumschlag works for the county.

“He has been an invaluable asset to the 
people of Wells County,” he added. “His 
commitment to infrastructure improve-
ments, North and South Corridor plans, 
structured planning for gravel to paved 
road improvements and certainly his skill 
and working knowledge with sewer dis-
trict efforts has moved us forward more 
in the past two years than the prior 20.”

Right now, the furthest project the 
county has committed to down the road 
and has scheduled will come in calen-

dar year 2025. Citizens will see projects 
between now and then, including a few 
big projects in 2024.

“It’s all playing a very long game,” 
Rumschlag explained.

INDOT has responded positively to 
the county’s capital improvement plans 
as the state continues to fund projects 
for the county. Meanwhile, the county 
has demonstrated it is willing to pay for 
some plans up front to show the state it’s 
a good project that it should fund, Rum-
schlag said.

It’s unclear how long the state will 
continue to offer the Community Crosss-
ings program, but Rumschlag said they 
will continue to prepare projects as long 
as it’s available.

“And we’ve still got other projects 
to do,” he added. “It’ll be exciting to go 
from what you have to do to what you 
want to do,” he said. 

— — —
Rumschlag said there are a 

lot of good people who work 
for the county, and the county 
has been frugal in its spend-
ing overall by setting money 
aside for these projects that 
benefit everyone in the coun-
ty.

“Kudos to everybody 
that works in the county that 
doesn’t really get the credit 
… This money isn’t about 

me. This money is about Wells 
County,” he said.

Rumschlag talks about the timing 
of getting to where the county is today. 
When he came to town, all these oppor-
tunities for funding started to become 
available and county officials wanted to 
start seeing projects get done.

Gerber said there are good things in 
the works and good things on the books 
for the next several years. And Rum-
schlag has the ability to plan and look 
ahead.

He has ideas, Gerber said, and some-
times they reign him in. But out of the 
gate, he said, the pair talked about the 
countywide vision for infrastructure 
improvements.

“He’s top notch,” Gerber said. “I 
appreciate what he’s done.”

Rumschlag said he was surprised that 
so much of being a transportation engi-
neer is about sociology; they know peo-
ple will do this or that, such as not fol-
low a posted speed limit. He has to factor 
that in while anticipating the immediate 
and forecasted transportation needs of the 
community.

He hopes in the next five years to have 
a road safety plan put together to address 
concerns with county roadways. To do 
so, he’ll be analyzing spreadsheets to 
determine where accidents happen and 
why. Another goal is to look at how to 
work with the county’s agricultural part-
ners over the next five to 10 years.

And with more jobs, industries and 
growth come the need for solid infra-
structure.

“The better we can make our county 
and community shine, the better we are 
going to score,” he said. “We don’t hit 
everything we swing at, but we swing at 
everything we can.” �

Mike Mossburg

(Continued from Page 22)

Nate Rumschlag: Master grant getter
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By JESSICA BRICKER
Aaron McClary has a vision for Mar-

kle — and he believes the people he 
serves and those he serves with will help 
that vision come to fruition.

“In many ways my job is made easier 
by the fact that we have town employees 
and fellow council people who just do a 
tremendous job,” he said. “So there’s not 
unnecessary difficulty or tension in the 
town. We’ve worked together very well, 
and the people who are serving in those 
various capacities really love our commu-
nity and want to do what’s best for it.”

McClary was appointed to fill a vacan-
cy on the town council in March 2019, 
and another vacancy left him 
as vice president three months 
later.

This January, he became 
council president. He serves 
with Nick Lund and Matthew 
Doss. McClary considers his 
ability to serve an “incredible 
privilege.”

McClary is a former presi-
dent of the Markle Area 
Chamber of Commerce and 
serves as the lead minister of 
the Markle Church of Christ, 
where he has been since 2016. He and 
his wife Sarah have been married for 13 
years and together have five children — 
four daughters and a son.

Even as an active community member, 
a husband and a father, he wanted to serve 
and get involved — and not be the per-
son who is “frustrated about the condition 
of our culture but not doing anything to 
make a difference where I can,” he said.

When the town council vacancy came 
up, he gave it some “prayerful thought” 
and decided it was an opportunity for him 
to do just that — serve and make a differ-
ence.

But his interest in public service dates 
back to 2015 when he decided to run for 
the Wabash city council. He loved his 
community and wanted to serve it “in a 
tangible way,” he said.

“I remember five years ago having 
the thought process that there’s a lot that 
happens culturally on a national level that 
can be really overwhelming and frustrat-
ing and can leave you with the sense that 
you’re powerless to do anything about 
what’s happening on a national level,” 
McClary recalled.

While he acknowledges he likely 
won’t influence what happens in D.C. 

outside his voting, he said, he 
can influence his community 
and contribute in a positive 
way — and, “as cliché as it may 
sound, I can try to be the change 
that I want to see, so to speak.”

When his family moved to 
Markle for him to become the 
lead minister at the Markle 
Church of Christ, that convic-
tion translated to his new com-
munity.

“In particular, because of the 
people that I get to serve along-
side, it’s really more of a bless-
ing to me than it is a burden,” 

McClary said.
During a  pan-

demic that has shaken 
up things across the 
world, McClary says 
he hasn’t heard any 
negative response from 
citizens about how the 
town is handling its 
business right now.

“There’s a lot of 
grace being extended on all 
fronts,” he said.

McClary believes one of the 
most significant but underplayed accom-
plishments of the council so far this year 
is ensuring the transition between clerk-
treasurers.

“Carolyn (Hamilton) did such a fan-
tastic job for so many years. To be honest 
with you, I had a lot of heartburn about 
what the town of Markle was going to 
look like post-Carolyn. And she did a 
great job of not only doing her job but 
also of preparing Stephenie (Hensley) 
to assume her responsibilities upon her 
retirement,” McClary said.

Before this year, McClary said he 
didn’t know much about Hensley other 
than she was kind and appeared to do her 
job well. He had to trust Hamilton’s judg-
ment that Hensley was ready.

To their credit, McClary said, the tran-
sition went as seamless as it could possi-
bly go.

It’s a victory to maintain continuity of 
operations given the recent turn-over in 
the town’s government, he said.

Meanwhile, the motivation of the 
council members to serve is a love for 
their community and a desire to see it 
continue to be healthy, McClary said. He 
hasn’t seen any personal agendas. He also 
credits the groundwork their predecessors 

have laid before them for the town’s cur-
rent success. 

“We are often maintaining a tension, 
from my perspective, between preserving 
what makes Markle unique and what we 
love about Markle, versus also preparing 
ourselves for future growth and sustained 
health for our community,” he said.

He’s encouraged by the progress the 
council is making to prepare for future  
projects to become realities.

He wants to maintain the history, cul-
ture and uniqueness in the community but 
invest in those things that will allow the 
community to thrive — such as additional 
housing, high-speed internet, and main-
taining good relationships with the town’s 
employees in a proactive way.

McClary also notes the expansion of 
local industries as a success, including 
Novae Parkway’s growth and investment 
in Markle.

“I’m hopeful for all of our businesses,” 
he added. “We’ve gone through a really 
difficult season here. They all have, in 
one way or another, and I’m hopeful and 
cautiously optimistic that they and we are 
going to come out of this even stronger 
than we went into it … Adversity necessi-
tates creativity, and I think our businesses 
have been creative and have continued to 
make investments that are going to pay 
dividends for years to come.”

He said the town is in a position for 

sustainable growth. While the pace of life 
is slower in Markle, the town is located 
at the intersection of highways and has 
access to other communities that are min-
utes away, he added.

And while people can say the town 
doesn’t have certain amenities, he says 
the town is made up of people he believes 
are good to their core and they make the 
community a place where he loves to 
raise his family.

He’s encouraged by what’s on the hori-
zon.

“I think it’s a great time to call Markle 
home,” he said, “and I think we have a lot 
of reasons to be proud of who we are and 
a lot of reasons to be excited about where 
we’re going as a community.” �

‘Adversity necessitates creativity’ 
McClary joined the Markle Town Council in March 2019 and as current president, he plans for growth

Aaron McClary

The Markle Town Council discusses business in January 2020 at a meeting. Pictured from left are 
President Aaron McClary, Vice President Matthew Doss and member Nick Lund. (News-Banner file 
photo by Jessica Bricker)
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By GLEN WERLING
A pioneer is retiring from Southern 

Wells.
She doesn’t wear a buckskin jacket or a 

coonskin cap, but the specialty subject she 
taught at Southern Wells has changed just 
about as much between the year she began 
teaching as current times have changed 
from the buckskin jacket days.

When Jay County native Chris Hart-
man started teaching computer science at 
Southern Wells in 1983, if a person owned 
a personal computer they had to program 
it.

For those of you younger than 45 years 
old, that’s a difficult concept to wrap your 
head around. Yes, if you owned a comput-
er you were responsible for programming 
it.

And oh yeah, depending on what com-
puter you owned, the screen was just two 
colors — and in every case, one of those 
colors was black.

My how the times they have changed. 
They’ve changed for Hartman, also. She 
hasn’t taught a class in two years, but has 
remained integral to the education process 
at Southern Wells.

A 1979 graduate of Jay County High 
School, she earned a bachelor’s degree in 
math education with a concentration in 
computer science at Indiana University 
and a masters in math education at Ball 
State University.

She actually landed her job at South-
ern Wells before she graduated from IU in 
1983. She took three summers of classes 
at Ball State, earning her masters in 1986.

Being originally from the Portland area, 
she wanted to stay close to home, so she 
sent applications around to the surround-
ing area. “Southern Wells was the first to 
respond. It was my first and only inter-
view. They offered me the job two days 
later. The next day I signed my contract 
and I graduated from IU the following 
weekend,” Hartman said.

Her entire 37-year teaching career has 
been spent at Southern Wells.

“It is a great place,” she emphasized.
Her interview year was the year of the 

famously cracked beam in the Raiderdo-
me. The beam had been cracked by heavy 
snow loads during a period of winters that 
were infamous for their voluminous snow-

falls. The cracked beam closed the dome 
for repairs and the Raiders had to play all 
of their home games away.

“I came to the high school office and 
they told me I needed to go to the central 
office. They told me. ‘You’ll go through 
the gym and it will say ‘Do not enter’ but 
go ahead and walk through. That was my 
introduction to the Raiderdome — ‘Do not 
enter’ and ‘Oh go ahead and go through,” 
she recalled with a laugh.

“I thought it might have been a test. 
The sign said ‘Do not enter,’ but they told 
me to go through. So what do you do?” 
she added.

She started teaching computer pro-
gramming at Southern Wells — and that 
is what she taught all day long. “It was 
the first year that the state required high 
schools to offer a computer course,” Hart-
man said.

She had some students who, when they 
advanced to the college level, took courses 
in computer programming. She taught 
QBasic and Paschal as the languages. “In 
the beginning I also had adult evening 
classes,” Hartman said.

Although both are still used for com-
puter programming today, at the time she 
thought, “People aren’t going to need to 
know how to program their own com-
puter, they’re just going to be buying pro-
grams.”

Southern Wells had nine Apple IIE 
computers with green screens and very 
noisy dot matrix printers.

“What a loud room,” Hartman recalled. 
“It was in the old superintendent’s office 
and was carpeted, so that helped absorb 
some of the noise, but it was still loud.”

The business class at Southern Wells 
wanted to teach AppleWorks, but as it 
became more apparent that students want-
ing to enter business as a career would not 
need to know how to program a computer, 
the computer classes at Southern Wells 
transitioned to applications — or how to 
use the computers and the programs that 

were readily available for business appli-
cations.

That would have been in the early 
1990s, at which time Hartman was still 
teaching some computer programming 
classes.

“I never went to Fortran,” Hartman 
recalled. Fortran, through it’s many updat-
ed versions, is also still used by program-
mers today.

“I did pick up a math class,” she said. 
Principal Jim Schwarzkopf asked Hartman 
to teach a general math class at the time 

(Continued on Page 55)
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Chris Hartman is sur-
rounded by the technol-
ogy she works with in 
her office at Southern 
Wells. Hartman retired 
this year after spend-
ing her entire 37-year 
teaching and information 
technology career at 
Southern Wells. 
(Photo by Glen Werling)

She was a 

‘techie’ 
before they 
coined the term
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By DEVAN FILCHAK
What started out as a group that 

focused on advocacy has now turned into 
a weekly opinion piece that strives to be 
apolitical and sometimes about light top-
ics. 

Each Wednesday, the “Here’s the 
Thing” column can be seen at the top 
of Page 5 in the Bluffton News-Banner. 
Each week, a different writer from the 
group of five women has an essay pub-
lished. The “Here’s the Thing” writers are 
Amy Leeson, Billy Kreigh, Anna Spald-
ing, Marlyn Koons and Jean Harper. 

The group of former and current Eng-
lish teachers began to meet monthly to 
discuss various topics 
a couple of years ago. 
Their efforts to advo-
cate for gun control were 
featured in an article 
published in the News-
Banner in February 
2018.  They went to ral-
lies and worked on writ-
ing letters to the editor, 
but Leeson said that just 
wasn’t quite enough for 
the group. 

“We didn’t think that was enough 
because some will only publish one every 
six weeks by you and we just had more to 
say,” Leeson said. 

Koons said she wasn’t really sure 
where the meetings would go. “The 
monthly meetings were just fun and chal-
lenging,” she added. 

The writers then had the idea of writ-
ing a weekly column in the News-Banner. 
They said off the bat that the column 
wouldn’t be political and that the topics 
would range from light topics to heavier 
topics. Kreigh said the group pitched try-
ing out a weekly column for five to eight 
weeks to Mark Miller, opinion page edi-
tor, and Dave Schultz, who was the news-
paper’s editor at the time. But they had 
always planned to do the column much 
longer than a couple months. 

“We all like doing what we do so we 
thought we could probably do it for years, 
but I thought that if I said that to Mark 
and Dave, that we want to do this for 44 
years, they might not be so receptive,” 
Kreigh said.

“Here’s the Thing” has now been pub-
lished more than 30 times. The first essay 
was published on Aug. 28, 2019. 

The group called the column “Here’s 
the Thing,” which was an exercise Kreigh 
had her students do when she was still 
teaching English at Bluffton High School. 
Thinking of an opinion as “here’s the 
thing” allows the writer to narrow down 
their opinion after stating the facts. 

“The goal was to give people some-
thing to talk about at supper,” Kreigh said. 

During their meetings, the group 
would brainstorm potential essay ideas 
for the column. But often, each writer 
chooses a different topic entirely during 

their week to write, Spald-
ing said. 

Koons said one thing 
she always keeps in mind 
is to not sound “preachy,” 
because that’s what a lot of 
people get from the news 
channels on their televi-
sions daily. 

“I find myself going a 
lot back into my childhood 
memories with how things 

were then and comparing them with how 
they are now,” she said. “Humor is so 
important.”

Their topics have varied, including 
essays about empathy, documenting the 
pandemic, living in the moment, books, 
judging before knowing the whole story, 
perseverance and the holidays.  Once the 
writer for the week is done, she sends her 
essay to her fellow writers to edit.

“We are all English teachers. That’s 
what good writers do and what we try to 
teach our students to do is we try to get 
somebody else to look at it, another eye, 
and it’s like, ‘Oh that’s right, that didn’t 
make sense,’ or ‘Oh, you hit that right 
on the head and that’s a powerful state-
ment,’” Leeson said. 

Spalding said she in particular needs 
help cutting down the length of her essays 
at times, and she loves that she trusts her 
fellow writers to help her with that. 

And the group certainly doesn’t agree 
on every topic, but they are always ready 
to give each other constructive feedback. 
Harper, who is currently teaches at Indi-
ana University East, said it reminds her of 

what she has taught her students over the 
years. 

“Having taught writing seemingly for-
ever, something I always say to my stu-
dents is you don’t have to agree with me 
and you don’t have to say what you think 
I want to hear, but you have to articulate 
what you believe in,” Harper said. 

Harper had a regular weekly column 
in a Richmond newspaper about 25 years 
ago. She said she much prefers sharing 
the weekly column space with her fellow 
writers. 

“After a while, people may get tired 
of hearing that single voice,” she said. 
“When there are five voices, there’s more 
variety. But at the same time, we are still 
trying to bring a topic worth discussing.”

The experience has also made Harper 
understand her students better, because 
she finds herself not knowing what to 
write about and procrastinating just like 
they do. 

Eventually, the group would like to 
publish a book that includes their essays. 
Spalding said she envisions each chap-
ter being a topic along with the thoughts 
and struggles that went into writing that 
essay. Spalding planned on pitching the 
book idea to agents at the Midwest Writ-
ers Agent Fest, but it was cancelled due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The writers have received a lot of 
feedback as well, all of it being positive. 
Koons said she sometimes has people 

approach her in Ossian with new topic 
ideas.  Kreigh said after each column pub-
lishes, she gets between three and seven 
phone calls, along with emails and mes-
sages. She said it is nice to know people 
actually read the column. 

“You always think you’re going to put 
this out there, and then they’re lining bird 
cages with them and not reading them,” 
she said. 

 All of the writers agree that working 
on “Here’s the Thing” has been an inter-
esting challenge. 

“Even though I’m retired, I need to 
keep learning and it does stretch me more 
as a writer than I’ve ever been before,” 
Leeson said. “I appreciate that. I believe 
in lifelong learning.” �

“Here’s the Thing” started as a group of retired and current teachers who would come 
together for advocacy efforts. Pictured, from left to right, are Anna Spalding, Billy Kreigh, 
Marlyn Koons and Amy Leeson in a file photo from 2018. Not pictured is Jean Harper.
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and employment for BCS clients. This did not result 
in any layoffs since those emwployees were re-pur-
posed to other areas — the group and waiver homes 
— that had already had employee shortages.

“Our primary concern, of course, has been the 
safety of both our employees and clients,” Ramsey 
said. The efforts included shutting down the homes 
to visitors. Ramsey gives the credit of success to pro-
gram director Joyce Bussard and her staff.

As June began, the day services were being slowly 
re-started. The normal participation of 75-90 clients 
was up to about a dozen, based on social distancing 
and staffing availability. Ramsey is not sure it will 
ever ramp back up to what it used to be. Meanwhile, 
the restrictions of visitors at the homes is being slow-
ly lifted.

The organization is governed by an all-volunteer 
10-member board, currently chaired by Sharon Welch 
of Decatur. Bi-County’s 65th year finds a staff of 
about 170 people serving 155 clients. Besides the 
workshops and day services, there are now five group 
homes and a dozen supported living homes. The 
annual budget is about $7 million.

“Those are the two things I found that people have 
always been surprised to hear,” Whicker said. “How 
many people we employ and what it takes to do what 
we do.”

“But it’s the people,” Ramsey said. He was refer-
ring to both the clients and the employees.

“Our employees are truly amazing,” he said. 
“It’s their dedication and desire to do this work that 
inspires me.” �

Editor’s Note: The writer serves as a
member of the BCS board of directors.

Her recollections of the Vera Cruz facility puts 
today’s operations into perspective.

“We had a speech pathologist,” she said. “We 
became a regional diagnostics center. Dr. (Donald) 
Dion from Caylor Nickel oversaw it, but we also had 
some doctors come down from Fort Wayne. People 
came from the surrounding area for diagnosis and I’d 
type up Dr. Dion’s assessments on the individuals.”

A pre-school service for handicapped children that 
had been started in 1969 at the Presbyterian church in 
Bluffton was operating in Vera Cruz when she start-
ed. There was also a workshop there supervised by 
Keith Baumgartner.

“We had a big loom that someone had donated,” 
Nicholas continued. “I remember that Tom Hildeb-
rand, one of our consumers, was known as the ‘Mas-
ter of the Loom,’” she said with a smile.”

The rugs they made were sold to help support the 
programs.

Ethel Beal was the executive director when Nich-
olas was hired. When she resigned to take another 
position in 1986, it was soon discovered that she had 
failed to submit payroll taxes; the IRS came calling. 
These were the lowest, darkest days.

“Overnight, we just pulled everything we were 
doing back and just had to hunker down,” Nicholas 
said.

Bill Hambrick had been the program director and 
was elevated to executive director when Beal left. 

Nicholas gives credit to Hambrick and then board-
president Deb Schamerloh of Decatur for rallying 
community support to save the organization.

“They basically went door-to-door to either ask for 
money or if we owed them money to ask for forgive-
ness,” she recalled. Their efforts included convening 
what was probably the one and only joint meeting 
of the Adams County Council and the Wells County 
Council in December 1984. The two entities agreed 
on a joint funding of $113,600 to bail the organization 
out and help pay the IRS bill of $68,233.

The sentiment of the two councils was expressed 
by then Wells County Council president Jim Van 
Winkle: “We spend vastly greater sums via the courts, 
probation, prosecution and police, on people who 
cause their own problems. The money for ARC is to 
help developmentally disabled people whose need is 
in no way their own fault.”

Hambrick resigned in 1993 to accept a similar 
position in North Carolina. Nicholas then served 
under John Whicker’s tenure and is now working 
with BCS President Tim Ramsey.

She recalled those early days when it was all paper 
files. “There were some slow afternoons when we’d 
catch up,” she said, “and we’d have time to look 
through the client files. ‘Gee,’ we’d say, ‘this really 
happened to them?’ Of course, with privacy laws we 
can’t do that any more, but that’s how I got to really 
understand what our mission is and how important 
our work is.” �

BCS History Highlights
• The initial enrollment at the Vera Cruz Opportunity 

School in 1955 was 10 students. Today, Bi-County 
Services provides opportunities for more than 155 
people.

• The first person to hold the title of executive director 
was John Yuschak in May 1969.

• Initially, the organization was funded by a tax levy 
but was also heavily dependent on public support 
through annual membership drives, benefit auc-
tions, annual dinners in both counties and an annual 
30-mile “Bike Ride for the Retarded” organized by 
the North Adams Teachers Association.

• For several years, Bluffton High School seniors held a 
“Grounds Clean-up Day” at the Vera Cruz campus.

• In 1984, the Adams-Wells Association for Retarded 
Citizens purchased the former home of the Moose 
Lodge at 1791 N. Main St. and began setting up 
services there. However, financial crunch in 1986 
caused them to re-consolidate services back in Vera 
Cruz and sell the building, which now houses Hiday 
Chrysler-Dodge-Jeep.

• Sewage problems at the Vera Cruz site was the main 
instigator in the need to find a new building in the 
mid-1980s. A fund drive for the $1.8 million project 
was successful in obtaining the necessary $450,000 
in local funding. The land was donated by Franklin 
Electric. The open house and dedication took place 
Nov. 19, 1989.

A six-minute video on the Bi-County website has a sum-
mary of the organization’s history, mission and services 
provided. Go to www.bi-countyservices.com/our_story

(Continued from Page 29)

(Continued from Page 29)

Marsha Nicholas

BCS: 65 years
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1st Source Bank
20/20 Custom Molded Plastics
24/7 Cars
A1 U-Stor
AAM Powertrain
A Harvest of Health
A Perfect Blend
A T Ferrell
ABC Studio & Activity Center
ABC Travel
Above & Beyond Vehicle Reconditioning
Achieva Salon
Action Coach
Action Micro Technologies
AdamsWells Internet-Telecom-TV
AdamsWells Phone Books
Aff older Implement Sales
Almco Steel Products
American Legion Post 111
American Mortgage Service
American Pest Professionals
America’s Best Value Inn & Suites
Andrews & Crell P.C.
Angel Corps
Anthony Wayne Area Council BSA
Anytime Fitness
Apache Propane
Aqua Blast Corporation
Archbold & Lewis Insurance
Auction IT, LLP
Auto Doctor
B & D Appliance Repair
Baller Signs
Barkley Builders
Becky Goshorn-Mary Kay Cosmetics
Bi-County Services
Big Brothers, Big Sisters NEI
Biggs Property Management
Bijou Gift Boutique
Bill’s Roofi ng & Siding, Inc.
Billy Ann’s Supper Pub
BKM Real Estate
Bluff ton Animal Clinic
Bluff ton Dental Clinic
Bluff ton Family Eye Care
Bluff ton Fort Wayne South KOA Campground
Bluff ton Free Street Fair Assoc.
Bluff ton Insurance
Bluff ton Pizza King
Bluff ton Plumbing, Heating & Electric
Bluff ton Regional Medical Center
Bluff ton Rentco
Bluff ton Roofi ng Co.
Bluff ton Rotary Club
Bluff ton Super Wash
Bluff ton Tire
Bluff ton-Harrison MSD
Bona Vita Architecture
Boost Mobile by Bravo Wireless
Bowen Center
Briner Building
Burkhart Advertising
Buskirk Engineering
Busted Haft Throwing
Cancer Services of Northeast Indiana
Capri Meadows Apartments
Caylor-Nickel Foundation Family YMCA
Christian Care Retirement Community
Citizens Against Drug Abuse
City of Bluff ton
CJ’s Flooring
Clean Fuels National
Coldwell Banker Holloway
Collier’s Comfort Services
Comfort Inn
Community Care of Wells County
Community Development Corporation

Community Harvest Food Bank of NE Indiana
Cooper Commerce Center
Corrective Chiropractic
Covington Financial Services
Craigville Appliance Store
Creative Arts Council
Crimson House
CrossPointe Studios
Croy Machine & Fabrication
Cupp Real Estate
Dale, Huff man & Babcock Attorneys
Daniel’s Jewelers
Day Creative Solutions
Double D Home Improvements
Dr. George Babcock
Dr. Harry Brickley Farm Foundation
Dunwiddie Heating & Plumbing
Edge Manufacturing
Edward Jones - Financial Advisor: Doug Fear
Edward Jones - Financial Advisor: Jeremy Penrod
Edward Jones - Financial Advisor: Larry Smith
Edward Jones - Financial Advisor: Jeremy Todd
El Camino Real
Elks Lodge
Ellie Grace & Co.
Emshwiller & Emshwiller Accountants
Environmental Solutions
Equipment Warehouse Div. 
Excel Homes
Experience Audiology
Eyecare Associates of Bluff ton
E-Z Bowl
EZ Lube & Wash
Fairway Floor Covering
Family Centered Services
Family Farm and Home
Family Ford of Bluff ton
Farm Bureau Insurance
Farm Credit of Mid-America
Farmers Insurance - Shari Tomac Agency
Farmer’s Wife
Felger Hart
Fields of Grace Floral Boutique 
First Bank of Berne
First Merchants Bank
FirstFleet 
Flagstar Bank
Flex Fitness & Meal Prep/ Timber Ridge Catering
Forgotten Children Worldwide
Forrest Carvings
Fort Wayne Technology Group
Fort Wayne TinCaps
Foudy CPA Group
Four Star Services
Freedom Academy, Inc.
Friends of Ouabache State Park
Friends of the Wells County Library
Friends Who Care Foundation
G6 Communications
General Insurance Agency
General Manufacturing, Inc.
Genesis Pest Services
Gerber Furniture, Mattress & Window Treatments
Golfo di Napoli
Goodwin-Cale & Harnish Memorial Chapel
Gordon & Associates
Grand Sweet Shop
Greenbear Photography
Grooming by Breanna
Groups Recover Together
Habegger’s Ace Lumber
Habitat for Humanity of Greater Fort Wayne
Halderman Farm Management & Real Estate
Haldrup USA
Harris Human Resources Group Inc.
Heartland REMC
Helping Hands
Heritage Pointe
Hiday Automotive Group

Holiday Inn Express & Suites
HomeCourt Home Care
Honegger Animal Clinic
Honegger, Ringger & Co.
Honest Automotive
Hott Family Dentistry
Huff man Group Real Estate
Hugh’s Bakery & Coff eehouse
Indiana Michigan Power
Indiana Pancake House
Indiana Physical Therapy
Indiana Tech
Indiana Technical Installations
Integrity Inspections & Testing
Irving Materials, Inc.
Ivy Tech Community College
J&R Products
James S. Jackson Co.
Jeanie Gorr with Proteus
Jeff erson Place Apts, Country Place Apts, Country Squire Apts
Jerry Flack’s Investments & Insurance
Joan Phelps Counseling Service
Job Smasher
Karing for Kids
Kathleen Horacek Coaching
Kelly’s Collision Center
Kemper Flooring
Kiwanis Club
Kroger
KT Custom Engraving
L S Construction
Lancaster Senior Apts, Cardinal Creek Crossing Apts
Laura Kukelhan D.D.S.
Lemon Twist Communication
Les Gerber Insurance
Lexis Rae Hair Studio
Liby’s Stripe Right
Lighted Gardens
Lilac Lane Apartments
Linder Oil Company
Lockout Jujutsu
Lorelai Lace Boutique
Loren’s Body Shop
Lowe’s Home Improvement
LSM Brickhouse
Magical Vacation Planner by Stepanie Hiday
Magnolias & Minis 
Manpower
Market Street Development
Markle Do-It-Best Hardware
Markle Health & Rehabilitation
Mat Matters
Matalco
McDonald’s
Media Services Unlimited
Melching Machine
Mercy Seat Dentistry 
Meridian Health Services
Metropolitan Title
Meyer Building, LLC
Meyer Renovation
Mi Casa Mexican Restaurant
Mike Anderson Chevrolet of Ossian
Milli’s Restaurant
Minnich’s Antiques & General Store
Minnich’s Lawn Care
Mitchel Enterprises
Monument Center
More Than Mail
Mr. and Mrs. Bruce and Terri Miller
Mr. B’s Services
Mr. Gene Donaghy
Mr. Jeff  Espich
Mr. Jim Ottjes
Mr. Mick Jackson
Mr. Mike Chaney
Mr. Roger Sherer
Mr. Seth Whicker
Ms. Bette Erxleben

Ms. Rose Ann Hinesley
National Oil & Gas
Neoti
Nesco Specialty Rentals
News-Banner Publications
Nicholson Family Dental 
NIPSCO
Noble Home Essentials
North American Title Co.
North Eastern Group Realty
Northeast Indiana Works
Northern Wells Community Schools
Northwestern Mutual-Matthew Henry
Northwood Computer
Offi  ce 360
Offi  ce Concepts
Old National Bank
OneIndiana Financial Group
Oooh La La Pet Spa
Optimist Club of Bluff ton
Ossian Community Market
Ossian Deli
Ossian Furniture
Ossian Hardware
Ossian Health & Rehab. Center
Ossian State Bank
Ouabache State Park
Outdoor Concepts
Pages & Stuff 
Pak-A-Sak
Park Center
Parlor City Trophy & Apparel
Pena’s Mechanical Contractors
PeopleLink Staffi  ng Solutions
Perfect Pet Food, Accessories, Training & Grooming
Perma-Column
Peyton’s Northern
Phil’s One Stop 
Physicians Health Plan of Northern Indiana
Pierre’s Party and Tent Rental
Pine Grove Apartments
Pizza Hut
PNC Bank
Posy Pot Florist
Power to the Meeple
Premier Signs
Pretzels, Inc.
Prible Ag Products
Print Source Corp.
Pro Resources Staffi  ng
ProFed Credit Union
Prough Design Builders
Prudential Billing and Consulting
PTM Engraving
Purdue Cooperative Extension Service
Quality Car Care & Welding Supplies
Radiance, LLC
RAM Advertising
Raymond James Financial Services
RediMed
Redwood Living
Reed’s Andy’s Car Wash
Reed’s Do It Best Hardware
Regional Chamber of Northeast Indiana
Rem Johnston Printing
Renovate Counseling Services, LLC 
Republic Services
Resource Maintenance
Rethceif Packaging
Revolution Custom Golf
River Terrace Retirement Community
Riverstone Dental
Rochester Travel Group
Rod’s Rustics
Roembke Mfg. & Design
Roseberry Creative Marketing & Web Design
Rural 1st
RUOFF Mortgage
Schwartz Plumbing & Heating

Mission: To encourage a strong local economy 
and to work towards advancing the commercial, 
industrial, civic and general interests of citizens 
and businesses located in Wells County, Indiana.

Thanks to these member businesses that work together 
to maintain and improve a healthy business community 
and help to enhance the quality of life in Wells County.

Shaw Real Estate & Auction
Shelton Financial Group
Signature Heatlhcare Bluff ton
Snider Fleet Solutions
Southern Wells Community Schools
Southern Wells FFA
Spherion Staffi  ng
Sprunger & Sprunger, Attorneys at Law
SR Schaefer Trucking
Stag Bar and Grill
Star Engineering & Machine
Star Insurance Agency
Star Solar Holdings
State Farm Insurance: Kevin Beaty
State Farm Insurance: Erin Daugherty
Steff en Financial Group
Steff en Group
Steff en Oil a division of Agbest, LLC
Strategence Capital
Stronghold Glass
Sturgeon Mechanical
Stylus Technologies
Subway
Sweet Obsessions - Bake Shoppe
Sweet Tea Photography
Swiss Village
Team Mantra Wear
Tech Services 
Temp-Masters
The Andersons, Inc.
The Bread Guy
The Corner Depot
The Dance Co.
The Gadget Girl
The Groomin Shop
The Hideaway
The Literacy Alliance
The Mattress & Furniture Store
Thoma/Rich, Lemler Funeral Home
Three Rivers Federal Credit Union
Timber Ridge Golf Club
TLC Window Solutions
Town of Ossian
Treeboy Productions
Trusted Supply Chain Partners
TTG Equipment Co.
United Way of Wells County
UTZ Quality Foods
Vacman Air Duct Cleaning
Valero Renewable Fuels 
Velocity Motors
Villa North Centre
Wal-Mart Supercenter
Wedding Dreams feat. Grant’s Catering
WEG Commercial Motors
Welches All Vehicle Repair
Wells Business Development
Wells Community Boys & Girls Club
Wells County 4-H Association
Wells County Automotive Supply - NAPA
Wells County EMS
Wells County Foundation
Wells County Historical Society & Museum
Wells County Junior Achievement
Wells County Land Title
Wells County Lock-Up
Wells County Public Library 
Wells County Voice
Westland, LLC
Wheelers Bees
Women’s Health Dynamics
Woodforest National Bank
WZBD Radio
Ya Ya’s Mid-Century & Modern
Yergy’s State Road BBQ
Yoder Tree Service
You’ve Got Style
Youth For Christ
Zap Electric

Supporting 
Wells County

Since 1914
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Steve Wagner spoke softly

path ahead of me,” Wagner recalled. 
He had been a biology teacher also.

“Ninth graders had either biol-
ogy or general science, and they 
went over to the high school and took 
advanced biology,” Wagner said.

He was at Bluffton from 1976 to 
1995.

“We bought this rickety old house 
and it was nothing then like it is now. 
No, actually it was a solid house, but 
it was the epitome of an old farm 
house,” Wagner recalled. That farm 
house is in Nottingham Township. 
That put him and his family in the 
Southern Wells Community School 
district — and that’s where the Wag-
ner children went to school.

While serving as a parent helper 
on the eighth grade trips to Chi-
cago, he got to know former South-
ern Wells High School Principal Jim 
Schwarzkopf well.

“He’s very much a liberal educa-
tor with some very conservative val-
ues,” Wagner said. “When we would 
go up and back to Chicago, we would 
talk the whole way.”

At that time, Southern Wells was 
an Indiana 2000 school, sort of a 
forerunner of the charter school pro-
gram. Schwarzkopf was having a 
tough time keeping a person in the 
position of the junior-senior high 
school’s guidance director.

“He offered me the job. I asked 
him if anyone else was interested in 
it. He told me no. That was important 
to me. I wanted to know that I wasn’t 
stepping on anybody’s toes,” Wagner 
said.

“It was a slam dunk kind of 
thing,” Wagner said. He was still 
teaching mainly biology with some 
psychology at Bluffton, but he was 
ready to move onto something else. 
“I had a great teaching experience at 
Bluffton,” Wagner said, “But I was 
ready to move on to some kind of 
administrative position.”

He didn’t want to be an assistant 
principal. “An assistant principal is a 
pretty thankless job,” he said.

“My ideal was to be able to teach 
and to be in the office half the time, 
and that’s what I did at Southern 
Wells,” he said.

With the assistance of staff mem-
bers he put together a guidance pro-
gram, creating the SWIM program 
— Southern Wells Individual Men-
toring  —  that involves all of the 
teaching staff in student guidance.

“Some people would call it home 

room, but our kids could pick their 
SWIM teacher,” Wagner said. “It 
grew and they could form relation-
ships and that was supposed to be 
the frontline. The teachers interfacing 
with kids. So many things didn’t hap-
pen because of that system. It gave 
the kids a voice.”

Prior to the SWIM program, a sur-
vey of students showed that so many 
of them believed they didn’t have a 
teacher they could trust, Wagner said. 
SWIM was designed to address that 
and it continues doing that to this 
day, he said.

“Some of the teachers really took 
on the SWIM program,” Wagner 
said. “The teachers would be the first 
base for the kid if they’re having an 
education issue. Every two or three 
weeks they do a grade check. The 
teacher would pass out mid-terms 
and quarter grades. The ideal was if 
a parent had an education issue they 
would contact the SWIM teacher 
first.”

The close, family-oriented culture 
at Southern Wells also helped.

“At Southern Wells I think I raised 
my voice in a real negative aware-
ness situation twice,” Wagner said.

“At Bluffton or Southern Wells, 
there’s probably one or two fights a 
year,” Wagner said. “Our faculty, our 
community is really on top of things. 
My harshest discipline is a whisper,” 
he said.

He recalled one time when he 
brought two students into his office 
who had squared up for a fight in the 
hallway. Later, he saw a third stu-
dent at the Scott’s grocery store who 
remarked about how angry Wagner 
had been that day. He couldn’t fig-
ure out what the student was talking 
about.

“‘You whispered so loud,’” Wag-
ner recalled the student saying. “It 
didn’t even register with me, but 
apparently was an issue with all of 
these kids that I was whispering. 
Kids respond.”

He admits that he “yelled and 
screamed all of the time” at Southern 
Wells, but never in anger. That’s how 
the students knew he was serious 
about an issue — when the yelling 
and the screaming stopped and the 
whispering began.

He added that when it came to 
teaching, he was more interested in 
the students’ learning how to think 
than he was in them knowing “stuff.”

“Education should not be about 
stuff and jargon and terminology,” he 

said. 
He said there were obvious differ-

ences between being an A student, a 
B student, a C student or a D student, 
but if they organized themselves, 
they could at least pass the class.

“As an administrator, the fac-
ulty understood where I was, but the 
sequential people would have dif-
ficulty with me,” he recalled. But he 
was OK with that. The process of 
learning was most important to Wag-
ner.

In his biology classes at the end of 
every chapter there were questions. 
Wagner would tell the students he 
was going to Xerox those questions 
and that would be the test. There 
were also five discussion questions. 
He would tell his students they need 
to prepare something for questions 
one, three, four and five. He would 
promise them at least one of those 
questions would be on the test and 
that question would be equal to all of 
the rest.

He would get a deck of cards and 
the club card would be question num-
ber one and a spade would be ques-
tion number four and he would have 
a student draw a card. If they had 
prepared for only one of the ques-
tions, then they had better hope that 
the student drawing the card had pre-
pared for the question that the card 
represented.

“They had to know it. They 
couldn’t walk in with a prepared 
answer. You needed to be able to 
explain your case. You needed to be 
able to argue your point,” Wagner 
said.

With 44 years of education behind 
him, Wagner summed up, “I’ve had 
a great run. I’ve worked with some 
great people. I was able to do what 
I wanted, how I wanted, as long as I 
kept the process moving. Fortunately 
I had a bunch of really solid people 
around me. It was just time. I didn’t 
want to be around here at the end of 
the year,” he said.

So Wagner’s last official day was 
Feb. 20.

“The business of the job was cov-
ered. In the time that I had, I had all 
of the senior interviews repolished 
from their junior year and all of the 
juniors’ life pre-scheduled for their 
senior year. I always had a student in 
my office. If I didn’t have a student 
in my office, I didn’t feel like I was 
doing anything,” Wagner said.

“The kids trusted me. They may 

(Continued from Page 23)

(Continued on Page 55)



46 • Tuesday, June 30, 2020 • The News-Banner

New to the Children’s 
Room at the library will 
be the reading “cubbies” 
where young readers 
can curl up with a favor-
ite book just as Chil-
dren’s Librarian Cynthia 
Burchell is demonstrat-
ing. (Photo by Barbara 
Barbieri)

By BARBARA BARBIERI
When the main branch of the 

Wells County Public Library re-
opened to the public on June 9 it 
was to “phase 2” of a major con-
struction project and  limited access 
on the west side of the building,  as 
the east side was closed off for the 
continued upgrades.

Due to the library’s closing 
because of the coronavirus, the con-
struction crew gained access to the 
meeting rooms and sections of the 
east side of building before sched-
uled, but the end-date for comple-
tion of the project still remains the 
fall of this year.

The Children’s Room will con-
tinue to be on the first floor with 
new “reading cubbies,” an expand-
ed story-hour room, a study room 
and extra space for programming. 
Wall art in the story-hour room 
and around the small “cubbie” 
spaces is being added by local art-
ist Nancy Wagner. The expanded 
second floor space will still house 
the Indiana Room and be joined by 
the shelving for non-fiction books. 
It also will  include five new study 
rooms—all accessible by the eleva-
tor and stairs. 

As of mid-June, the fiction, 
DVD and media materials will tem-
porarily be unavailable to the pub-
lic, which means library staff will 
be helping patrons get items from 
the shelves in those restricted areas 
when items are requested. A small 
area  will allow patrons to inspect  a 

small selection of new materials.
For the present some patrons 

may still be more comfortable using 
the curbside pick-up of materials 
that are still being offered on Tues-
days and Fridays with times to be 
told when called for a scheduled 
pick-up.

Also, as the library re-opened 
June 9, entry was through a door 
on the west side of the building 
that enters directly into the Chil-
dren’s Room. When the project is 
completed, that entrance will be for 
emergency only.

Temporarily there will be lim-
ited computers available for use, 
no meeting rooms will be available 
and limited numbers of people are 
being allowed into the building. 
Social distancing and face cover-
ings are recommended and dispos-
able masks will be available at the 
door.

As various spaces in the building 
are completed more services will be 
added.

When all of the construction 
upgrades have been completed, 
the children’s area will have been 
expanded with a nursing room and 
an emergency exit added. Addi-
tional space is being devoted to the 
“teen zone” and study rooms of sev-
eral sizes with privacy glass entries. 
Public restrooms have been added 
to the upper level and roof repairs 
have been made. And throughout 
the building more gathering spaces 
will be available. �

Library project moves to phase 2

Lana Smith of the Wells 
County Public Library main 

branch in Bluffton places a bag 
of books in a vehicle’s trunk 

for a patron outside the library 
in mid-May, when the library 
began offering curbside pick 

up. (Photo by Jessica Bricker)
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By JUSTIN PEEPER
Seven out of every 10 students who 

graduated from one of Wells County’s pub-
lic high schools in 2020 plan to attend col-
lege this fall.

Forty-eight percent of the graduates 
indicated they would attend a four-year 
college, while 22 percent plan to study at a 
two-year college or enter a technical, trade 
or vocational education program.

More 2020 graduates say they will enter 
the workforce or fill their time doing some-
thing else than their peers indicated in 2019.

In 2020, 70 percent of graduating 
seniors said they plan to attend either a 
four- or two-year school. In 2019, 77 per-
cent indicated they would do the same. 

In 2020, 26 percent of graduating seniors 
plan to start work or fill their time doing 
something else. In 2019, approximately 20 
percent of graduates said they planned to 
enter the work force or fill their time with 
something else. 

Overall, the 2020 graduates’ plans are 
similar to what their peers from the Class-
es of 2013-2019 said they would do after 
graduating from high school. 

In 2013, 2014 and 2019, 77 percent of 
graduates planned to attend college while 
78 percent of 2015 and 2016 graduates 
indicated they would attend. In 2017, 79 
percent of graduates said they were college 
bound. In 2018, 80 percent of Wells public 
school graduates said they would attend 
college. 

The News-Banner spoke with guidance 
department officials at each public high 
school this spring and received information 
on 351 students from the Class of 2020. 

School officials cautioned, however, the 
numbers could change because graduates 
sometimes change their plans.

According to the data, 48 percent of 

2020’s seniors plan to attend four-year 
schools while 22 percent say they will 
begin their degrees at two-year colleges 
or enter a technical, trade, associate, voca-
tional or apprenticeship program — mean-
ing that 70 percent of Wells graduates are 
planning to pursue an advanced degree this 
year.

Last year 339 students graduated from 
Wells County’s three public high schools 
while 351 graduated this year. 

Fifty-five percent of last year’s gradu-
ates planned to study at a four-year school 
while 48 percent say they will this year. 

Twenty-two percent of this year’s gradu-
ates — 78 students — plan to attend a two-
year school. Last year, 75 students — 22 
percent — had plans to attend a two-year 
college or enter a technical, trade, associate, 
vocational or apprenticeship program.

Fifteen graduates, 4 percent, have plans 
to join the military this year. In 2019, 3 per-
cent of graduates (8 students) also said they 

would join the military. 
Approximately 91 graduates, or 26 per-

cent, plan to enter the work force or fill 
their time with something else. Last year, 
69 graduates, or 20 percent, planned to 
enter the work force or fill their time with 
something else. �

CELEBRATING 
50 YEARS

Dine In        Carry Out        Free Delivery
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(within city limits)

Continuing to make great food every day and partner of premier retailers, emerging, and 
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providing high quality and innovative snack pretzels, through honesty, integrity, and trust.
Pretzels, Inc., remains to deliver high quality of products through improvement and      
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As we all are embracing a new normal, Pretzels, Inc., number one priority is safety by 
fostering collaborative communication and transparency. We genuinely value our team 
members commitment and dedication for our success and future. With admirable leader

choice.  

Work for a corporation that values: Safety, Integrity, Quality, and Security 

Apply online     123 Harvest Road, Bluffton 

7 out of 10 Wells grads 
off to college this fall

Where are they going?
Listed below is a breakdown of what 2020 graduates of Wells County’s three public high 

schools plan to do now that they have graduated.
 4-year college 2-year college* Military Work force**
Norwell: 96 students 45 students 8 students 47 students
(196 students) 49 percent 23 percent 4 percent 24 percent

Bluffton: 47 students 19 students 4 students 35 students
(105 students) 45 percent 18 percent 4 percent 33 percent

So. Wells  24 students 14 students 3 students 9 students
(50 students)  48 percent 28 percent 6 percent 18 percent

* Includes 2- or 3-year colleges and technical, trade, associate, vocational education pro-
grams or apprenticeships.

** Includes some graduates who will fill their time doing something else or who were unde-
cided. Source: Wells County public high schools / The News-Banner
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(800) 759-8795 or (260) 824-1200
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VISIT OUR MATTRESS SLEEP GALLERY
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Life after high school
‘Triple E’ initiative a more intentional step to better prepare students

By DEVAN FILCHAK
Bluffton High School has focused 

on one main objective over the past 
school year. 

The Triple E initiative is some-
thing the school has focused on for 
some time, but it became intention-
al and more focused over the past 
school year, Principal Steve Baker 
said. The three E’s stand for enroll, 
employ, and enlist. 

Baker said the idea came when he 
was thinking about the high school’s 
role in students’ success following 
graduation. 

“Our job is to get them ready 
for the next phase of their lives, but 
what does that mean? What does that 
look like?” Baker said. “We think in 
today’s society, we need to do more. 
We just started looking at what are 
our students options out of high 
school?”

Baker began working with what 
he called his leadership team, which 
includes assistant principal Stacy 
Morrison and guidance counselors 
Jodi Leas and Cole Meyer. Then the 
plan was rolled out to the rest of the 
staff at the high school so that they 
could help deliver that message. 

“The staff has just embraced it and 
done a fantastic job implementing it,” 
Baker said. 

The mission goes hand in hand 
with graduation changes at a state-
wide level. Local high schools 
have been working ahead on 
the Graduation Pathways 
requirements that offi-
cially go into effect with 
the Class of 2023. Gradu-
ation Pathways requires 
students to hit three groups 
of graduation requirements: 
earn a high school diploma, 
learn and demonstrate employ-
ability skills, and achieve postsec-
ondary-ready competencies.

Not much is changing for students 
who already planned on graduating 
with academic honors. However, stu-
dents who choose a different path-
way will essentially be learning the 
building blocks for a trade, whether it 
be nursing, welding or culinary arts. 
The idea behind Graduation Path-
ways is to have students work on that 

pathway all through high school so 
that they are ready for employment 
or enrollment in college after gradu-
ation. 

The Triple E initiative takes the 
planning for students one step fur-
ther. The goal is to have a specific 
plan with each student to help them 
achieve whichever direction they 
would like to go after high school. 

The Triple E initiative came 
to a head in February when 

the high school held a 
Triple E Day. While stu-
dents arrived to school 
at the normal start 
time, the school ran 
on a two-hour-delay 

schedule. 
That two hours in 

the morning was used to 
shuffle groups of students 

separated by grade levels through 
all three of the Triple E’s. One loca-
tion was focused on college, while 
another focused on trades and build-
ing employability skills. 

Army National Guard Specialist 
Ashley Johnson was set up in another 
area to talk to students about joining 
the military. Johnson told students 
about the benefits offered by military 

Army National Guard Specialist Ashley Johnson talks with students at Bluffton High School Tuesday morning as part of the Triple E Program. 
Looking on is English teacher Stephanie Ziebell. (News-Banner file photo)

Sherry Makowski, health science education teacher, talks to students bout health care career 
options for employment after graduation as part of Triple E Day at Bluffton High School. (Photo 
provided)
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Early Learning Leads 
To Bright Beginnings

Your Community 
Partner In Solutions

Amanda Burman, Language Arts teacher, talks with students about preparing for college, 
such as SAT and ACT testing and other resources at Bluffton High School’s Triple E Day. 
(Photo provided)

Army National Guard 
Specialist Ashley 
Johnson talks with 
students about 
military opportunities 
after high school on 
Bluffton High School’s 
Triple E Day. (Photo 
provided)

service, including travel and financial 
reimbursement for college.

In the college-focused session, teach-
ers answered questions about financial 
aid, helped students fill out student loan 
forms, or directed students to a website 
which offers a career interest survey or 
information about internships programs.

In the employability-focused ses-
sion, teachers talked about the job skills 
employers want, the proper dress for 
interviews, and opportunity for advance-
ment in various area businesses.

In each session, students were 
encouraged to ask questions. Baker said 
it was important to him that students 
were exposed to all three areas so that 
they knew what all of their options are. 

Not long after Triple E Day, eighth-
grade students came over to the high 
school to be oriented with the big 
change in schools that face them in the 
fall. It’s really about making a 4-year 
plan, Baker said, and exposing them to 
all three options “early and often” is the 
goal. 

“Even as freshman, there’s certain 
things they can do to start preparing 
themselves if we give them the right 
tools and terminology to do it,” he said. 

Baker said he would like to do a Tri-
ple E Day each semester, but that may 
vary depending on how this upcom-
ing school year looks in the face of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

This also isn’t about discouraging 
students that could go to college from 
doing so. Baker said he thinks there are 
certainly students who choose a differ-
ent option than college that have the 
skillset to go to college.

“So many of the jobs waiting for 
them will require some kind of college 
degree,” Baker said. 

But the initiative is about giving stu-
dents the tools for whatever path they 
choose with their parents. 

There’s also room for students chang-
ing their mind when it comes to the Tri-
ple E initiative. Some students who start 
out college-bound may realize a couple 
of years into high school that that isn’t 
the right choice, and then it’s time to 
look at another E. 

At the end of the day, it’s about help-
ing students even better than they were 
before. 

“This drives everything we do,” 
Baker said. �
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independent living to skilled nursing care. 

Discover a dynamic lifestyle in a truly beautiful setting. 
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By CHET BAUMGARTNER
Loving Shepherd Ministries primarily 

served orphaned and at-risk children in 
Haiti and Ethiopia.

BrickHouse Ministries primarily 
served local teens who, due to conflict or 
other issues, couldn’t live with their fami-
lies.

Both organizations, however, prayed.
And because of those prayers, Lov-

ing Shepherd and BrickHouse formally 
merged in August of 2019 – 
uniting their specialties and 
opening doors they had long 
waited to open, doors they hope 
will show God’s love to even 
more vulnerable children than 
they could do alone.

“It felt like (we had) mutual 
interests and passions that we 
felt really comfortable with,” said Doug 
Isch, president of Loving Shepherd Min-
istries. 

Since that merger, BrickHouse has 
moved its administration into LSM’s 
building at 1935 N. Main St., which 
allowed BrickHouse to open its house at 
417 S. Main St. to a Christian couple who 
now serve as foster parents for two teen-
age girls.

Also, BrickHouse’s program manager, 
Adam Carroll, now offers his counseling 
services to not just the residents, but also 
to foster families, foster-to-adopt families 
and private-adoption families. 

Carroll, who is a licensed marriage and 
family therapist, says he has already spent 
about 500 hours counseling these fami-
lies.

Until the merger, BrickHouse served 

boys between the ages of 13 and 17, who 
lived with a Christian couple in a farm-
house on Ind. 124 just west of Bluffton.

At that time, BrickHouse used pri-
vate referrals, but over time, Carroll said, 
fewer families were using their services. 
So last year leadership started to pray how 
God could use their resources and exper-
tise in other ways.

In particular, Carroll said, they decided 
that foster families need support and that 

hard-to-place foster teens need-
ed families.

Loving Shepherd Ministries 
— the older of the two orga-
nizations — has also wanted 
to help vulnerable children in 
America since it started in 2002, 
but its staff primarily provided 
indirect support. For instance, 

Jen Schwartz, Loving Shepherd’s Adop-
tion, Family Sponsorship and Child 
Development Coordinator, guides fami-
lies through the adoption process, provid-
ing information about the steps and adop-
tion agencies.

Loving Shepherd also created an ini-
tiative meant to create “awareness” of the 
struggles foster children face.

However, neither of those programs 
had Loving Shepherd directly serving 
children in the states, Isch said.

Ultimately, Isch continued, Loving 
Shepherd didn’t have the expertise at that 
time to create a direct-care program for 
vulnerable children locally. After much 
prayer, Isch decided they ought to meet 
with BrickHouse Ministries. Isch and the 
LSM staff did not know that BrickHouse 
was also looking for ministry direction, 

but after a first, “very exploratory” initial 
meeting, Isch concluded, “maybe God is 
doing something.”

Carroll called it a “God way of lining 
things up.”

But neither believe God is finished.
Carroll said BrickHouse can serve up 

to five girls in their Main Street house, 
and he wants to use the farmhouse on Ind. 
124 to serve up to six boys, also between 
the ages of 13 and 17.

“We’re still just as excited to work 
with boys,” Carroll said.

Yet, they won’t open it until they find 
the right foster parents — a Christian cou-
ple with the compassion and personality 
to serve teens who generally come from 
abusive families or families dealing with 
drug abuse.

“It’s not necessarily glamorous,” Car-
roll said. “It’s raising teenagers.”

Furthermore, Isch and Carroll want to 
more formally connect with the commu-
nity to offer mentoring for the children in 
the program.

For instance, a photographer has 
worked with the girls at BrickHouse, 
offering photography classes, meeting 
with them once a week for three to four 
weeks. 

Ultimately, Loving Shepherd and 
BrickHouse want to connect the teens’ 
interests and skills with others who have 
the same interests and skills — whether 
through tutoring, job shadowing, or other 
ways, and they want to help them learn 
soft skills and life skills, such as balanc-
ing a checkbook.

Through it all, they hope to prepare 
them for the years after foster care; they 

want them to thrive on their own while 
embracing the relationships they made 
while in care.

“Support, not enable,” Carroll said.
To accomplish this, Isch and Carroll 

encourage anyone interested in mentoring 
to contact the Loving Shepherd office at 
260-824-9000.

Coronavirus challenges
Like many others, Loving Shepherd 

Ministries and BrickHouse have felt an 
impact from the coronavirus.

Carroll must do any counseling 
through the phone or digital meetings, 
for instance. Isch said the ministry has 
canceled about five events to help raise 
awareness and funds.

However, Isch said he’s also thinking 
about the future.

The coronavirus is spreading more and 
more in Haiti and Ethiopia, where Lov-
ing Shepherd primarily focuses its inter-
national ministries, and those countries’ 
medical systems are “meager at best,” 
Isch said.

Locally, Isch said that donations gen-
erally decrease in uncertain economic 
times, so they remain prayerful that sup-
porters will continue to feel called to give 
in spite of current difficulties.

“It’s been incredibly challenging in 
light of uncertainties … (but) we’re still 
very encouraged and excited about the 
future,” Isch said.

Carroll too acknowledged those chal-
lenges and uncertainties, but he also said 
he’s “seeing a lot of growth in the midst 
of it.” �

Brickhouse Family Ministries and Loving Shepherd Ministries merged in 2019 to serve vulnerable children in the 
area. Pictured from left to right are Tom Felger, founder of BrickHouse Family Ministries; Ed Schwartz, founder 
of Loving Shepherd Ministries; Adam Carroll, BrickHouse program manager; and Doug Isch, president of Loving 
Shepherd Ministries. (News-Banner archives photo)

They found 
each other 
through prayer

While re-imagining their ministries, 
Loving Shepherd and BrickHouse 

were led to common ground
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This past January, Loving Shepherd 
Ministries opened “LSM Tech,” a tran-
sitional campus where the children com-
ing out of the ministry’s Homes of Hope 
in Haiti can seek advanced education and 
training, mentoring and discipleship.

Doug Isch, Loving Shepherd’s presi-
dent, said six Homes of Hope school 
graduates are living in the dorm while 
attending classes at a nearby university, 
but he hopes that 20 total will live there 
this fall.

The dorm allows the young men and 
women to stay connected to Loving Shep-
herd and the families in their Homes of 
Hope while giving them more autonomy 
so they can thrive on their own.

Along with the mentoring and disci-
pling, for instance, they’ll learn about 
leadership and job skills along with prac-
tical life skills like cleaning, cooking, and 
balancing a checkbook. They’ll also learn 
English.

“It really addressed the question on 
how you create self-sustaining adults,” 
Isch said.

Loving Shepherd hired two Haitians 
to supervise the residents and provide the 
mentoring and discipleship. Both men 

studied in the United States, Isch said, 
but wanted to return to Haiti to serve their 
native country. Isch said they provide a 
“bridge between two cultures.

“It’s been incredibly rewarding and 
exciting,” he said.

Loving Shepherd also expanded this 
year its services in Addis Ababa, the capi-

tal of Ethiopia. Specifically, its now serv-
ing single mothers and their children in 
the city, similar to how it currently serves 
in rural areas. For instance, their children 
can attend a learning center every Satur-
day to eat, hear a Bible lesson and receive 
help with school work.

Eventually, Isch said, he hopes the pro-

gram can help end the “generational pov-
erty.”

He also said he’s seen mothers “drip-
ping tears of gratitude” when they learn 
how Loving Shepherd is helping their 
children. �

— Chet Baumgartner

Loving Shepherd expanding its international initiatives

Loving Shepherd Ministries opened LSM Technical school, a transitional  
campus where the ministry’s Homes of Hope graduates can seek advanced 

education and training, mentoring and discipleship. (Photos provided)

New program
helping
teen girls
Kevin and Michele Mechling in front 
of the house at 417 S. Main St. 
where they began serving as house 
parents in May for a new program 
to assist adolescent girls about to 
age out of the foster care system. 
The ministry is under the auspices 
of the BrickHouse and Loving Shep-
herd Ministries. This was a result of 
a chance meeting between Kevin 
Mechling and Tom Felger shortly 
after Mechling had left his position 
as a youth minister at a local church.  
That led to further meetings with 
Adam Carroll and other leaders at 
the newly-merged organization. 
“God has clearly called us to pri-
oritize hard-to-place teens in local 
foster care who are at-risk of aging 
out of the system with no support or 
guidance,” LSM said in a statement 
announcing the new ministry in May. 
(Photo by Dave Schultz)
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By BARBARA BARBIERI
Thanks to C0VID-19, the Wells Coun-

ty Extension Master Gardeners will not 
be able to hold their annual Garden Walk 
this year.

Since the Master Gardener program is 
a Purdue University Extension activity, it 
must abide by rules put down by Purdue 
which currently has canceled all programs 
through June 30. This also means that the 
annual plant sale that was to have been 
held in May also was canceled.

The focus of the program, according 
to Bill Horan of the Purdue University 
Cooperative Service, is to offer training in 
horticulture and volunteering skills. Since 
2005 classes have been offered in Wells 
County every few years to the 14 week 
series of programs leading up to becom-
ing a Extension Master Gardener Intern. 
The weekly programs feature speakers on 
gardening topics. A score of 70 percent 
must be secured on a concluding exam to 
become an intern.

After securing intern status, an addi-
tional 35 hours of volunteering is required 
to become a Master Gardener. The plant 

sales and garden walks are projects that 
assisted  with securing those hours for an 
intern. Then to keep Master Gardener sta-
tus, 12 hours of volunteering is required 
yearly.

Currently Master Gardeners are doing 
volunteering at Ouabache State Park by 
cleaning up areas by the park’s signs 

and along the paths and trails. Past proj-
ects have included programs at the Wells 
County Public Library, care of the flower 
beds at the 4-H Park, planting and land-
scaping at the 4-H Park cabin, landscaping 
and planting at the Caylor-Nickel Family 
YMCA and judging of plant and vegeta-
ble displays at 4-H fairs. They also have 

worked at the Community Gardens and at 
Christmas time they have created a holi-
day planter for the downtown decoration 
project.

Wells and Huntington counties have 
combined at times to offer the program. 
And as Adams county does not offer it, 
students often come from there. �

By DAVE SCHULTZ
The Parlor City Plaza opened to no 

small amount of fanfare last September, 
and there were big plans for its use when 
warm weather returned in 2020. A few 
events were held there in the fall, giving 
everyone a taste of downtown activities 
that could be brought to Bluffton’s city 
center by the new space.

So when the COVID-19 pandemic 
settled in early this year and everything 
slowed down, the plaza — located on 
the west side of the Wells County Court-
house, on West Market Street — sat 
empty and, for the most part, idle.

As spring turned to summer this year, 
however, the Parlor City Plaza is coming 
to life.

The farmers’ market that had been at 
the Dutch Mill Plaza north of downtown 
opened in early June and will occupy the 
Parlor City Plaza each Saturday from 9 
a.m. to 1 p.m. The new site for the mar-
ket was a big success on its opening day 
with food trucks, vendors, and most of the 
usual array of local merchants offering 
their wares.

That’s just the start, says Michael Laut-
zenheiser Jr., the president of the Bluffton 
NOW! (New, Old, Wonderful) downtown 
revitalization group.

He’s particularly pointing to July 

4, when — according to Indiana Gov. 
Eric Holcomb’s Back on Track Indiana 
reopening plan — all restriction are lifted 
on crowd-gathering size, social distanc-
ing, and so forth. The goal then, Lautzen-
heiser said, would be an event each week 
— a few concerts and other events.

The goal with the plaza has always 
been to revitalize and reshape the city’s 
downtown, and that has been evident 
away from the plaza as well. In a contro-
versial move earlier this year, Bluffton 
NOW! persuaded Mayor John Whicker 
to remove the decorative trees from the 
downtown streets. While the move sur-
prised a number of people with a stake 
in the city’s downtown, the revitaliza-
tion group felt it was necessary because 
the trees were becoming a nuisance. 
Among other reasons cited, the roots were 
encroaching on the sidewalks and the 
downtown buildings, the droppings from 
the birds sitting in the trees were fouling 
the downtown area.

In early June, Bluffton NOW! 
rolled out a multi-stage plan to create 
a streetscape vision. The first step is to 
make the city streets safer for pedestri-
ans — remove the grates that protected 
the roots of the trees, grind down the tree 
stumps, and repair all broken sidewalks 
and concrete structures downtown. The 

cost is $25,000, and that will be taken out 
of a $125,000 fund the city set aside for 
second-stage work related to the Parlor 
City Plaza.

The second and third stages flow 
from one another. In the second stage, 
the organization wants to hire a profes-
sional designer to provide some ideas for 
how downtown Bluffton could, or perhaps 
ought to, look when the work is completed. 
When that is completed, Bluffton NOW! 
wants to engage the community to look at 

the options for the city’s streets cape.
The third step will be the implemen-

tation, once funding is in place for the 
agreed-on changes.

Lautzenheiser cautioned, both in his 
verbal presentation to the council on June 
9 and in the letter presenting the propos-
als, that this will be no quick fix — not 
one or two years, and even five years 
would be part of an “aggressive” timeline. 
“This process will most likely take mul-
tiple years,” he said in his letter. �

Farmers’ Market opens at Parlor City Plaza

Bob Thompson performs on the stage at the Parlor City Plaza during the first Parlor City 
Market on June 6. Vendors, food trucks, and residents offering homemade items for sale 
were present. (Photo by Dave Schultz)

Master Gardeners volunteer, learn and teach
Although all fund-raising events 
scheduled by the Wells County 
Master Gardeners for this year 
have been canceled due to 
COVID19, it has not kept mem-
bers of the group from individually 
volunteering at community garden 
projects. Recently, members of 
the group gathered at the YMCA 
to check on the plantings they 
had worked on there. Left to right 
are Jerry Sheets, Rhonda Ryan, 
Larry DeBolt (treasurer), Jim Alm-
dale (president), Karen Fosnaugh 
(secretary). Maureen Stettner 
(vice president), Diane Mynatt 
and Sue Poulson. (Photo by Bar-
bara Barbieri)
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By GLEN WERLING
In March of this year, the vision for 

Ossian’s Archbold-Wilson Park amphi-
theater looked a little cloudy.

It was going to be built — there’s no 
two ways about that. But it looked like it 
might have hit another delay.

The highly anticipated bids for the 
long-awaited project came in disappoint-
ingly high. While enough funds had been 
collected through fundraisers and grants 
to build the basic structure, there would 
have been none left over for any of the 
other smaller projects that the Ossian-Jef-
ferson Township Park Board and Ossian 
Revitalization want to have to make the 
amphitheater/pavilion a showcase.

Moreover, even with the funds col-
lected, it was very tight with little room 
for any unforeseen costs that might pop 
up after construction started.

So the project went back to the draw-
ing board — literally — and it was rede-
signed with still aesthetically pleasing 
features but now wood laminate steel 
supports will replace the wooden timbers 
called for in the project.

The final result was about $200,000 in 
costs knocked off the original bids.

The new bids were opened in late May 
and in early June, the park board recom-
mended and the town council approved 
of a winning low base bid of $638,000 
for the construction to Barkley Builders 
of Ossian. 

The bid also includes a series of 
alternates which are:

• A paved parking lot and driveway 
leading up to the parking lot in lieu of 
a stone parking lot and driveway — 

$44,000. 
• A subdrain along the south edge of 

the parking lot and north of the play-
ground area —  $3,000, 

• A water service extension from 
Braeburn Drive to within five feet of 
the pavilion —  was $21,000.

• A standing seam metal roof — 
which is not only expected to look bet-
ter but also have a longer life than the 
proposed screw-down metal roof — 
$15,000. 

• Corian toilet partitions and uri-
nal screens with stainless steel hard-
ware instead of plastic. Again, not only 
is Corian supposed to look better, it 
should have a longer life, be more resis-
tant to vandalism and easier to clean — 
$10,000.

Barkley also submitted a voluntary 
alternate for a Liberty brand pump in 
the proposed sewage lift station for the 
facility in lieu of the specified Barnes 
brand. That would result in a deduct of 
$9,000.

The Ossian Town Council accepted 
only two of the original five alternates 
— the subdrain and the water service 
extension — as well as the voluntary 
alternate for the Liberty pump.

While there were three bidders 
the first time the bids were opened in 
March, the second time around only 
two of the bidders — Barkley and CME 
of Fort Wayne, submitted bids. CME’s 
bid was approximately $255,000 higher 
than Barkley’s.

So, the project should proceed for-
ward this summer and be complete by 
late October. �

Ossian’s park pavillion 
overcomes obstacles, 
now moving forward

Master Gardeners, cont.
The original Master Gardener program 

was created in 1972 in Seattle, Wash-
ington in response to the overwhelming 
demand for home gardening information. 
Indiana’s program began in 1976 with 
four participating counties. Currently over 
50 Indiana counties have active Extension 
Master Gardener programs.

In 2018 there were over 2,800 active 
Purdue Extension Master Gardener Vol-
unteers in Indiana who contributed more 
than 177,000 volunteer hours, worth more 
than $4.5 million. That year, 580 new 
Master Gardener Interns were trained.

During normal times the group meets 

the third Thursday of each month at 7 
p.m. at the 4-H Community Building. 
The meetings are open to the public and 
offer guest speakers and occasional trips 
to local or regional gardens, preserves or 
educational events.

Currently the group’s president is Jim 
Almdale with Maureen Stettner as vice 
president, Larry DeBolt as treasurer and 
Karen Fosnaugh as secretary.

Anyone interested in the program 
should contact Horan at the Wells County 
Extension office at the 4-H Park at (260) 
824-6412. Horan hopes there will be 
enough interest in the program so that a 
session will be offered this fall. �
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would always turn up a new competitor. 
One he tracked down was in Indianapolis, 
so Landon knew he was getting the prod-
uct from the same distributor.

“My supplier assured me they were 
getting the same wholesale price as us,” 
he continued. Further research found the 
seller was a small lawn-and-garden shop 
who had a guy in the back who didn’t 
realize that with Amazon’s fees and ship-
ping costs, they were losing about $30 on 
each order.

“We will always have others doing 
this,” Landon said. “We just have to work 
through it and wait it out.”  They will 
either raise their prices, he has found, “or 
they’ll be gone.”

“We have a standard,” he continued. 
“If we can’t make this (amount) then we 
don’t sell it, it’s not worth our time. A 
lot guys just look at volume.” Survivors 
quickly learn, he added, about overhead 
— the space and time needed.

“Some of this stuff we’re shipping, we 
use a 3-cent poly mailer,” he continued. 
“That’s all factored in. Everything has to 
be tracked and accounted for.”

The Rop Shop has experienced first 
hand the impact of tariffs. The first load 
of a shipment of the pumps from their 
Chinese manufacturer had a $40,000 tariff 
fee that’d to be paid up front.

“That was about six or seven thousand 
pumps at $5 or $6 per pump,” Steve Ger-
ber said. “We had no choice but to pass 
that along to the buyer.”

Merchandise arriving daily in Bluffton  
comes from as far away as China, India 
and Taiwan. There are also “plenty” of 
manufacturers from the U.S. that are uti-
lized as well.

———
Steve and Landon Gerber can share 

some stories — tales of what they’ve 
learned and how they’ve learned the 
intricate details of operating a successful 
web-based enterprise and tales about the 
people they’ve met.

There is Landon Gerber’s new Ger-
man friend, whose initial request for a 
bulk quote on the headphone sets eventu-
ally led to two visits to Bluffton. Landon 
and his wife met him in New York City 
to help him celebrate the Germans’ hon-
eymoon. They had been planning a trip to 
Germany but that has now been delayed. 
His German friend now places orders for 
as much as 500 headsets at a time, resell-
ing them on German websites which the 
Gerbers would otherwise not have access 
to. Likewise, The Top Shop has devel-
oped several items they buy from Ger-
many.

There are tales about dealing with 
the behemoth that Amazon has become 
including, most significantly, the trials 
and tribulations when their merchant’s 
account at Amazon was hacked and the 
precautions they have implemented to 
prevent that from happening again.

Their experience of having TRS’s 
Amazon account shut down for a period 
included dealing with the FBI, who have 
“inside contacts” at Amazon that even 
a decent-sized vendor like TRS cannot 
reach.

“The craziest thing,” Landon Gerber 
will share from that experience, “it made 
me realize just how big Amazon is, and 
it’s scary.”

———
The Rop Shop’s success has changed 

how Outdoor Concepts does business as 
well. They used to have an annual auction 
of their used equipment. It had served as 
an efficient way to clear out that inventory 
and get a crowd on their property. They 
quickly discovered, however, that used 
equipment more often than not brought a 
higher price.

“A couple of years ago, we sold a year-
old mower to a guy in Alaska,” Steve 
Gerber said. “He paid us an extra $1,200 
to put it on a pallet and ship it up to him.”

How OCI dealt with used equipment 
became a new opportunity for both busi-
nesses.

“We’d get the trade-in mowers, or 
people had junk mowers,” Steve Gerber 
said, “and they’d ask us to please just take 
them off their hands. We used to sell them 
for scrap, but one day I thought, ‘There’s 
some good parts in them.’” As in their 
initial experience, a John Deere product 
would once again play a role.

“We got this junk John Deere tractor 
in because the engine was blown,” Steve 
continues the story. “I told Landon, ‘Let’s 
try one.’” Landon was sure it would be a 
good thing for everyone.

“So (the Top Shop) paid Outdoor Con-
cept’s parts department $100 for what 
they’d received for free,” Landon Ger-
ber picked up the story, “we took it back 
and we tracked everything — every min-
ute.”  Landon’s crew tore it apart, cleaned 
the parts that were in good shape, took 
pictures of them and posted them on the 
internet. “We ended up with almost $2,000 
for a mower with a busted engine,” he 
said, “for a mower that might have sold 
for $800 with a refurbished engine.”

These days, OCI rarely sells a used 
piece of equipment. TRS will buy the 
piece for $100 more than OCI allowed for 
trade-in and then get to work. Diversifica-
tion was applied here as well.

“We’ve done snowmobiles, jet skis 

and two Mercedes cars,” Landon said. 
And the these were not “junk cars” — 
they ran fine.

“Generally speaking,” Landon contin-
ued, “things are worth more in parts.”

That portion of TRS’s business is now 
its fastest growing area in terms of both 
space and people. Indeed, future consid-
erations include relocating the original 
operations to another nearby complex and 
devoting all of the current space to this 
new parts reclamation work.

That growth, the two agree, seems to 
have unlimited possibilities as they con-
tinue to diversify. 

“It really comes down to people,” 
Landon said. “If we can continue to bring 
in great people, we’ll continue to advance 
the business and missions opportunity 
that we feel we have here.”

Landon Gerber’s mention of “mis-
sions” brings the story back to the Gerber 
family’s perspective on the role of their 
faith in how they operate their business-
es. Angie Topp had nominated OCI for 
the Chamber of Commerce 2020 Busi-
ness of the Year honoree in large part, she 
explained, because the family uses their 
business as a ministry.

The Gerbers attribute much, if not all 
of their success to God. Landon Gerber 
said they went to a conference at Hope 
Missionary Church where they learned 
about using a business as a mission. He 
gave his parents credit for demonstrating 
a good example of how to do that. 

Steve Gerber said there are a lot of 
ways to use a business as a ministry and 
a mission aside from donating money to 
charities. One way the business gives 

back is by giving people with criminal 
pasts a second chance. 

“We all deserve a second chance,” 
Steve Gerber said. “We feel like God has 
blessed our business. We don’t want to 
hold back.”

Employees also volunteer together, 
such as through Forgotten Children 
Worldwide or participating in two Christ-
mas Behind Bars outings in late Decem-
ber 2019. Separate groups went to the 
Wells County Jail and the Delaware 
County Jail in Muncie. (A second Out-
door Concepts location was opened in 
Muncie in 2017). 

“They all said, ‘Wow.’ It really opened 
their eyes,” Steve Gerber said. “And that’s 
why we do that stuff. It really opens all of 
our eyes.”

Landon Gerber said using the business 
as a mission is also motivation to keep 
growing the business, even though he is 
happy with the way it currently is. 

“The more we grow, the more we can 
give back and the more people we can 
bring in and help,” he said. More often 
than not, new employees come from 
referrals of their current crew.

While there have been numerous stud-
ies that show one new employee can 
potentially create up to two other jobs in 
the community, Wells County Economic 
Development Director Chad Kline feels 
that the job growth at 2275 N. Main St. 
tells a broader story.

“It’s not so much about how many jobs 
they’ve added to the community,” Kline 
said, “as how many people they’ve added 
to their family. It’s quite a remarkable cul-
ture they have out there.” �

(Continued from Page 19)

Landon, Steve and Gayla Gerber in The Rop Shop’s “Fulfillment By Amazon Department.” 
The process of having Amazon stock their best-selling products enables same-day ship-
ping and can be beneficial to both Amazon and the Bluffton-based business, but it takes 
careful monitoring and management by the Gerbers’ employees.(Photo by Mark Miller)

A ‘business as a ministry’
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is from. His most recent administration 
positions were as assistant principal at 
Norwell Middle School and as principal 
at Lancaster Central Elementary School 
before he took the dive into superinten-
dent work. 

Southern Wells is Darnell’s third 
superintendent position, after serving 
at Smith-Green Community Schools in 
Churubusco and East Washington School 
Corporation in Pekin.  He said he has 
loved being a superintendent, including 
his four years at Southern Wells. 

“I feel like God has given me talents 
in those areas as a teaching person so its 
something I think I do and do well and 
impact people along those lines,” he said. 

Darnell said he loves working in the 
same building as the schools because he 
gets to see students more often than he 
would if he worked in a central office off 
campus like many school corporations. 

“Walking through classrooms and seeing 
students learning and growing, that is just 
so gratifying,” he said. “It makes my day.”

In his four years at Southern Wells, 
Darnell said the corporation has made 
some serious strides, especially when it 
comes to the facilities on campus. 

“This was the first time the commu-
nity has experienced or the board has 
experienced public bonding for large 
sized projects. There comes a point in a 
building’s life when the infrastructure 
just needs to be replaced,” he said. 

One big difference he is proud of 
that people can’t see is the air quality in 
the junior-senior high school that was 
improved following the replacement of 
the HVAC system. 

“The air quality is so much better for 
the kids and for staff as well. You can feel 
it when you walk in,” he said, adding that 
people in the elementary school will feel 
the same difference when they walk into 
the building after the summer projects. 

He said he is thankful the commu-
nity has been understanding that several 
major projects to the campus have had to 
be done despite it increasing taxes. 

But for now, he’s ready to take life 
more slowly in retirement and to have 
time to fit fun into the schedule. 

“There’s more my wife Debbie and I 
want to do in life and being full-time, that 
kind of gets in the way of the fun things 
we want to do,” he said. �

(Continued from Page 24)

Two ‘super’ changes slated at Northern and Southern Wells schools

not have liked what I say, but they know I 
would be honest,” he added.

In his retirement he said he will miss 
the people he has worked with. 

“Barb Oswalt is the detail part of me, 
Chris Hartman is the detail part of me,” 
he said of two of his closest associates.

“I could keep on doing it, but I’m 66 
and this last year has been a challenge,” 
Wagner said, adding “I feel like so many 
people have been cheated,” referring to 
the school year ending the way it has with 
the restrictions imposed by the COVID-
19  pandemic.

Wagner is a face-to-face kind of guy. 
He won’t answer an email. And because 
he is in the high-risk group, he said, “I 

would not be doing anyone any favors 
ending up in intensive care on a ventila-
tor. I would be taking a resource from 
someone else. This is just a tough time.”

He said he has no real plans for retire-
ment. “There’s a place in me that says 
there’s more for me to give and there’s 
a lot of people who just need a soft spot 
to work through a tragedy,” Wagner said. 
“They need to know that they’re cared for. 
I’m not interested in being a politician.”

“I will miss the interaction with this 
community. I thought I was going to take 
a job to Cedar Lake Indiana, but this has 
been such a great community. If some-
thing comes up I can call at least 15 peo-
ple from all different walks of life. It’s so 
gratifying.” �

because they had a section that was open 
and her degree was in math.

“It was definitely a challenge, but it 
was a small class,” Hartman said. Then 
general math became applied math. 
Toward the end of her teaching career, she 
taught eighth grade pre-algebra.

“When I ended teaching I was only in 
the junior high — eighth grade computer 
applications and eighth grade pre-alge-
bra,” Hartman said.

When testing came on computers she 
assisted in getting it set up. “Then the 
testing coordinator retired, that became 
part of my job. That took me out of the 
classroom,” she said. She was reduced to 
teaching two periods a day. For the past 
two years, she’s been out of the classroom 
entirely. Her title at retirement was “tech-

nology integration and test coordinator.”
As test coordinator, she has had the 

opportunity to work in the elementary 
school as well as the junior/senior high 
school.

“I’ve spent time in the different grades 
during testing. I’ve learned a lot from my 
kindergarten friends,” she said.

She also spent time in the lunch line 
running the checkout in the elementary 
school cafeteria.

“I missed not having students that were 
mine,” she said.

Because she was the only employee 
with extensive computer experience, 
she would attend information technol-
ogy workshops. Bob Coolman and FPC 
in Bluffton provided her “great tech sup-
port,” she said — until the school corpora-
tion went 1-to-1 — Chromebooks — for 
each of the students.

“You have to keep up,” she said. “There 

are a lot of classes I had to take online for 
the testing.”

So why retire now?
“I feel it’s time,” she said. “I want to 

spend more time with my family. Some-
times I work 10 hours at school and 
maybe come back and work three hours 
for a ballgame.”

She is scorekeeper for basketball and 
volleyball — something she plans to con-
tinue to do some in retirement.

“But it’s time to do things for family 
and friends. We have a new grand-baby 
coming in August and we’ll have three 
grandchildren three and under. My nieces 
and nephews are in high school and play 
sports. I would like to be able to go to their 
games,” she said. She also would like to 
continue to co-sponsor Sunshine Society.

Her parents are both still alive and 
retirement will afford her some time to 
spend with them.

She said her husband Ray told her that 
retirement is like having six Saturdays a 
week. He fully retired two years ago from 
WEG Commercial Motors in Bluffton.

“I never thought about retirement. I 
planned for it, but I never thought about 
getting there. I’ve been sorting through 
old papers and it’s been a great walk down 
memory lane. Sunday I was going through 
my Y2K papers that I finally decided I 
could get rid of now in 2020. I’ve come 
across papers from 1993 and gradebooks 
from the late ’80s. I’ve had a lot of fun 
going through those, thinking about a lot 
of people,” she said. 

“I will miss the people. It’s a family 
place. Jay County called me early in my 
teaching. They asked me to come over and 
at least talk about a math position. But I 
walked out of there knowing that God had 
put me where He wanted me, and that was 
at Southern Wells,” Hartman said. �

(Continued from Page 39)
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for his final season.
“It honestly made me a better wrestler 

in the end because if I would have placed 
my junior year, I probably wouldn’t have 
had the same fire and same motivation as 
I did my senior year.”

Fiechter qualified for state again in his 
senior year and defeated his first oppo-
nent by a 9-8 tiebreaker, which meant he 
would automatically place at least eighth. 
Unfortunately for Fiechter, he did not 
place any higher than that.

Following that first win, he suffered 
three straight losses, which came by a 
13-0 major decision, fall, and 4-2 deci-
sion. That last loss came against a familiar 
foe and friend: Adams Central sophomore 
Alex Currie and was also the fifth time 
the two faced. Fiechter had won all their 
previous matchups, but Currie finally got 
the best of him. 

It was not the way Fiechter wanted to 
go out, but he said at the end of the day 
getting a medal was great.

“It was just something about all that 

pressure built up on Friday night and 
everything like that. Just didn’t really 
know how to control my emotions or my 
attitude going into the second day,” Fiech-
ter said. “Just didn’t feel like I wrestled as 
good as I could. But, at the end of the day 
I got a state medal so I can’t really com-
plain.”

Fiechter said he won’t be wrestling in 
college, a decision he said was tough and 
has made peace with. He does plan to 
coach some day though. 

Being a state placer is going to always 
be up there as one of his favorite accom-
plishments, he said. But in terms of favor-
ite memories, he is going to remember the 
lessons and friendships wrestling gave 
him.

“I’d say the thing I’m going to take 
most from wrestling is the mind-set I’ve 
acquired doing the sport for so many years 
and the friendships I’ve made,” he said. 
“That’s one thing I love about wrestling 
so much was just all those area schools 
were just tight. We loved each other and 
would hang out after tournaments.” �

(Continued from Page 36)

William Fiechter
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Name:  Paula (Horn) Maurer
Current residence:  Shelbyville
BHS Class of: 1976
Favorite BHMSD teacher while 

in school and why: My favorite 
teacher was Ms. Studebaker because 
she was so dedicated. Ms. Stude-
baker directed our junior class play, 
helped me win a scholarship and was 
instrumental in teaching me 
how to do research.

Favorite BHMSD mem-
ory: It was our junior class 
play.  We did three short 
O’Henry plays. I played a 
female sheriff with a mus-
tache; it was very funny! 

Post-secondary educa-
tion after graduating from 
BHS:  My undergraduate 
work was from Manchester 
College where I earned a bachelor’s 
degree in elementary education with 
a minor in special education. I earned 
my master’s from IUPUI and an 
endorsement in gifted and talented. 
I studied for my administrative licen-
sure work at the University of Dayton 
and my superintendent’s work (Ed.S) 
at Indiana Wesleyan. I earned my 
doctorate (Ed.D) at Oakland Univer-
sity.

Current Role: Superintendent 
at Southwestern Consolidated 
School District in Shelby County. 

(Also, known as “the safest school in 
America” by the media as featured 
on the Today Show and other media 
sources.)

Years in Education:  36 - and 
I will be retiring at the end of this 
school year.

Professional Experiences / Posi-
tions held:  I am a school safety 

advocate and have spoken 
all over the United States 
on the topic of school safety 
including as government 
panelist several times in 
Washington, D.C.  I cur-
rently serve on the National 
Sheriff’s Association School 
Safety Committee, past pres-
ident of Earlywood Special 
Services,  trustee on South 
Central Insurance Trust, 

and Franklin B. Walter Outstanding 
Teacher in 1999. 

Family: I met my husband, Greg, 
at Manchester College. We have 
been married 40 years and have 
three grown children, two girls and a 
boy who were all born in Bluffton. We 
also have one very special grand-
daughter!  My parents, David and 
Carmen Horn, were both teachers in 
the Bluffton school system.

Last book read:  I have been 
reading the Outlander series by 
Diana Gabaldon.

Paula Maurer

Name:  Brett Garrett
Current residence:  Noblesville
BHS Class of: 1982 ... 100th 

graduating class of BHS
Favorite BHMSD teacher while 

in school and why: Joel DeSelm 
(elementary) and Tony Garton (sec-
ondary). Both men had a Godly 
influence on me and truly created a 
positive relationship with me. 
I stay in touch with them to 
this day.

 Favorite BHMSD mem-
ory: I loved my school expe-
rience from Poplar Grove 
Elementary all the way to 
Bluffton High School. I had 
the very best classmates and 
teachers. It was a great time 
to grow up in Bluffton. 

Post-secondary educa-
tion after graduating from BHS: 
I attended Indiana-Purdue at Fort 
Wayne to receive my teaching and 
administrative licensure, and I attend-
ed Ball State University to receive my 
superintendent’s licensure.

Current Role: I am finishing my 
eighth year as the superintendent of 
Eastbrook Community Schools.

Years in Education:  33 ... 19 
years at Bluffton-Harrison M.S.D, six 
years at Southern Wells Community 
Schools and eight years at East-
brook.

Professional Experiences / Posi-
tions held:  6th-grade teacher at 
Bluffton Middle School, assistant prin-
cipal at Bluffton Middle School and 

Bluffton-Harrison Elementary 
School, principal of Southern 
Wells Elementary School, 
and superintendent of East-
brook Community Schools.

Family: My wife, Jodi 
Garrett, also a 1982 gradu-
ate of Bluffton High School, 
is retiring as a family and 
consumer science teacher 
from Noblesville Community 
Schools after 30 years in 

education; daughter Frannie, son-
in-law Klay Fiechter and grandson 
Emmett live in Fishers, and daughter 
Maggie Garrett lives in Noblesville. 

Last book read: I read a lot, but 
I typically do not read a lot of books. 
However, my most recent reads have 
been “Servant Leadership” and my 
Bible.

Brett Garrett

Name:  Mike Pettibone
Current residence:  West Lafayette
BHS Class of: 1972
Favorite BHMSD teacher while in 

school and why: I had several:  
First, Fred Murray.  My mom, my 
younger sister, and I moved to 
Bluffton after my parents divorced 
when I started 7th grade. Mr. Mur-
ray was one of the teachers who 
provided encouragement and a 
welcoming voice. Mr. Murray was 
my 7th-grade basketball coach 
and high school baseball coach. 
He made playing fun. Mr. Ken 
Payne also played this role. Mr. 
Kracium ran a very sequential 
classroom in U.S. history, government and 
economics. I appreciated the structure, and 
the teacher loved the subjects he taught. 
Ms. Hilda Studebaker, junior and senior 
English and speech. Ms. Studebaker pre-
sented me with the fundamentals of pre-
senting a paper and the skills of research. 
Also, she was able to add subjects (discus-
sions) into the mechanics of writing that 
expanded our thoughts — the ideas of Sig-
mund Freud. The most important memory 
of Ms. Studebaker was her professional 
skill in classroom management. We were 
coming out of the ’60s, the Vietnam War still 
in progress, and an evolving drug culture. 
Ms. Studebaker did not lecture us; she led 
us. Ed Kershner. Coach Kershner was our 
freshmen football coach and JV basketball 
coach before going to Southern Wells our 
senior year to be head coach. Yet, for three 
years Coach Kershner opened the Eastside 
Elementary gym for  Friday night pick-up 
games and Saturday basketball.  His devo-
tion to me and the rest of guys gave us a 
place to go and not other places. Ed Ker-

shner continued to encourage us through 
our years in college and as teachers and 
coaches. I still communicate with Mr. Kersh-
ner today at least once a month. 

 Favorite BHMSD memory: I do 
not have a specific memory.  I truly 
enjoyed my friends and the support 
we provided each other. The friend-
ships I developed on sports teams 
still exist today.  

Post-secondary education after 
graduating from BHS: Bachelor’s 
degree from Ball State University in 
elementary educaation, 1976.  Mas-
ter’s degree from IU South Bend in 
education in 1981.  Ed.S in school 
administration from IU Bloomington 

in 1983.
Current Role: Retired. I have served as 

the interim superintendent at LaPorte Com-
munity Schools, Manchester Schools and 
South Adams Schools. I also served as the 
interim assistant superintendent with the 
School City of Mishawaka. I have organized 
an LLC as an educational consultant, “Look 
Into the Future Education (L.I.F.E.)”

Years in Education:  40
Professional Experiences / Posi-

tions held:  1976-1977 4th grade teacher; 
1977-1982 6th grade middle school teacher 
(math); 1982-1986 middle school assistant 
principal; 1982-1999 elementary principal 
(These were all in Plymouth, Indiana) 1999-
2001 elementary principal in South Bend; 
2001-2002 high school principal at South 
Bend Clay; 2002-2013 superintendent of the 
Adams Central Community Schools.  

Family: Carol and I have been married 
for 40 years. Children: Stephanie, John and 
Jennifer. Four grandchildren.

Last book read: “Becoming” and “Think 
Better, Live Better”

Mike Pettibone

Name:  Thomas R. Edington
Current residence: Syracuse
BHS Class of: 1972
Favorite BHMSD teacher while in 

school and why: My favorite elemen-
tary teacher was Ms. Georgiana 
Bender at Park School. She was 
caring and patient for our class of 
38 students. Mrs. Jean Blessing 
at BJHS and Miss Hilda Stude-
baker at BHS were both wonder-
ful English teachers. They taught 
students what would be needed 
in language and for life. 

Favorite BHMSD memory: 
Basketball games were a special 
time for the school, commu-
nity and me. The gym carries many great 
memories.

 Post-secondary education after grad-
uating from BHS: I graduated from Ball 
State with bachelor’s and master’s degrees, 
Southern Mississippi with an educational 
specialist degree, and Indiana State with a 
doctorate.  Many people helped me along 
the way.

Current Role: I’m in my 13th year as 
superintendent of Wawasee Community 
Schools.

Years in Education:  45
Professional Experiences / Positions 

held:  Mt. Pleasant (Yorktown) Com-
munity Schools, 1975-79, elementary 
teacher; Northern Wells Community 
Schools, 1979-1986, elementary and 
middle school teacher; Huntington 
County Community Schools, 1986-
1996, principal; North Miami Commu-
nity Schools, 1996-2005, superinten-
dent; Richland-Bean Blossom (Elletts-
ville) Community Schools, 2005-2008, 
superintendent; Wawasee Community 
Schools, 2008-present, superintendent 

Family: Wife: Michelle; Daughters: 
Grace at Sprunger and Sprunger Attorneys 
in Bluffton; Rachel in CT and teaching art; 
Jordan completing nursing degree at Indi-
ana Wesleyan University; Ryan studying 
business at Indiana University

Last book read: “The Mirror” and the 
“Light” by Hilary Mantel

Thomas Edington

Tiger Alumni Superintendents: (Continued from Page 21)
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