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 Valley Falls High School 
has  recognized graduating 
senior  Skylar Neiberger as a 
2025 Kansas Board of Regents 
scholars curriculum completer.
 This KBOR distinction is 
awarded to seniors who have 
completed four units of English, 
four units of math, three units 
of science, three units of social 
studies, and two units of world 
language.  
 Students that complete this 
curriculum and meet other 
requirements, may be desig-
nated as State Scholars, which 
makes one eligible to receive 
the Kansas State Scholarship 
as provided by the Kansas Leg-
islature.
 “Valley Falls High School 
and USD 338 is very proud of 
Skylar and her dedication to 
excellence in and out of the 
classroom.” said VFHS Princi-
pal Greg Morgan.
 Skylar intends to attend 

VF graduate earns KBOR distinction

Skylar Neiberger

Kansas State University to 
study nutrition, health, and 
nursing with the hopes of even-
tually becoming a labor and 
delivery nurse.
 She is the daughter of Brad 
and Amber Neiberger, Valley 
Falls. 
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future work is done at that loca-
tion.
 While  no approval  was 
sought for the new walking 
trail in advance of beginning 
its construction, Lanter said 
the Corps was fine with those 
improvements so far, given 
trees were only cut within the 
mandated time frame.
 The canopy structures at the 
ballfields were also installed 
without approval, and the city 
administrator will work with 
the Corps to obtain a permit ret-
roactively by providing paper-
work and plans for the project.
 No violations were found 
with the city’s structures (such 
as the shop) which are situated 
on Corps ground.

Sewer Project - Phase 2
 A public hearing kicked off 
the second bi-monthly meeting 
of May for the second phase of 
the city’s sewer project. The 
only question from citizens 
came from Dianne Heinen,  
who asked about further price 
increases to residents’ water 
bills with the project. 
 The council reiterated that 
the only additional increases 
will come as a result of the or-
dinance passed at the beginning 
of the project a couple of years 
ago which mandates a percent-
age increase each year until 
the project (which is funded 
through a 40-year note) is paid 
off. 
 Following the hearing, coun-
cil members voted 4-0 (with 
member Jason Heinen absent) 
to move forward with the proj-
ect, allowing for a Community 
Development Block Grant ap-
plication to be submitted on 
the city’s behalf in an attempt 
to secure another $600,000 in 
grant monies. A similar grant 
was obtained by the previous 
council for Phase 1 of the proj-
ect, which included replacing 
and rehabilitating the sewer 
and manholes in the oldest por-
tion of the town, north of K-16. 
Phase 2 will focus on the sewer 
and manholes on the south side 
of the highway.
 “This is the last step you 
guys need to take,” stated City 
Attorney Andrew Werring. 
“Now it’s in my hands and the 
engineer’s hands to get every-
thing done on or before the 
application deadline of June 
15.”  
 Submitting the application 
by that date gives the city its 
best shot — two chances at 
grant money earmarked for this 
purpose. The application will 
be reviewed and the first grant 
will be awarded around July 
7. According to Werring, if the 
city does not make the cut for 
this first, smaller, pool of grant 
money, it will have another 
shot at funds to be awarded in 
October or November.

City Lake Eminent Domain 
 Yet again, the vote on an 
eminent domain ordinance for 
City Lake was deferred until 
the next meeting of the council, 
at the recommendation of Wer-
ring.
 “As long as we’re making 
what appears to be progress, I 
think it’s a good idea to keep ta-
bling this,” he stated, reporting 
conversations have continued 
between the city attorney and 
the Schmeissner family’s at-
torneys on the matter.
 “It’s kinda sad, again. We 
were hoping to get people out 
there June 1 of last year, and 
again we are going to go past 
June 1 of this year,” Mayor Jea-
nette Shipley said. “It’s kind of 
disheartening because there’s a 
lot of people looking forward to 
it.”
 Werring reiterated that an 
agreeable resolution between 
both parties would be best for 
all involved, and he assumes 
access will be available to the 
public sometime this summer 
if terms are agreed upon.
 “If we don’t reach a solution 
and file a suit, they will not have 

access to it this summer — it 
will be fall at the earliest,” he 
said.
 The vote to table the issue 
was unanimous.

Open Positions
 Two letters of interest were 
received for the open position 
of the Valley Falls Housing 
Authority board. The letters 
came from Angie Durand and 
Laura Reichart — the same two 
parties interested the last time 
a position opened up and was 
given to City Councilman Kevin 
Loy.
 A motion to table the decision 
between the two candidates 
until next meeting was unani-
mously agreed to, in order to 
speak to the interested parties. 
The next City Council meeting 
will still be in advance of the 
next housing authority meeting.
 No letters of interest were 
submitted for the open resident   
position on the code enforce-
ment committee.

Permits
 Lisa Abramovitz appeared 
before the council to request a 
permit for her annual fireworks 
stand, A-Z Fireworks, which 
will be located on the highway 
in the BeOutdoors parking lot. 
A change in state statute allows 
the business to operate earlier 
this year and Abramovitz in-
tends to take advantage of the 
change, opening June 20 and 
closing July 5.
 Council  members voted 
unanimously to approve the 
permit, with the caveat that the 
city’s own ordinance be changed 
to match the state statute at its 
next meeting.

Trail Maintenance
 Following last meeting’s 
conversation regarding which 
entity is responsible for mainte-
nance and upkeep of the Doodle-
bug Trail, the Valley Falls Rec-
reation Commission submitted 
a letter to the city absolving 
itself of the responsibility.
 The letter stated that the 
organization had researched 
its files and cannot find any 
evidence of a contract between 
it and the city regarding main-
tenance of the trail.
 “Hopefully the work and 
money we put into the trail is a 
catalyst for future trail systems 
in the community,” the letter 
stated. “However, the current 
Recreation Commission has 
determined to focus (its) efforts 
and funding on other needs 
within the community and here-
by relinquish any future respon-
sibilities to the Doodlebug Trail 
including the maintenance and 
upkeep.”
 While the city maintains an 
overall contract with the Corps 
of Engineers for the lease of its 
lands, subcontracts are neces-
sary for other entities utilizing 
said land. Such a sublease ap-
parently did not exist for the 
Doodlebug Trail between the 
city and the Rec Commission. 
As the original agreement was 
made years ago, between what 
are likely very different mem-
bers in each organization, there 
is little to go back on.
 “Part of the agreement in 
putting in the trail was they 
would pay to maintain it and 
that’s why the council allowed 
them to do it,” said Council-
man Bret Frakes, who was city 
administrator at the time. “That 
was the original agreement.”

Election
 Two council seats, those cur-
rently held by Brett Dallman 
and Loy, and the mayoral posi-
tion at Valley Falls, will be on 
the next ballot. As of last Friday 
at press time, Dallman, Loy, 
and Shipley had all formally 
filed for their own positions, 
with no competition. The filing 
deadline is June 1.
 The next regular meeting of 
the council will be at 6:30 p.m. 
Wednesday, June 4, at City 
Hall.
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Tomato Talk: Options 
to give tomatoes a lift 

K-State Extension news
  Late May and early June are 
an important period for one of 
home gardener’s favorite crops 
– tomatoes.
  Kansas State University 
horticultural expert Cynthia 
Domenghini said tomatoes need 
support to remain upright. If 
left to grow on the ground, she 
notes, tomatoes receive less 
airflow and are at greater risk 
for disease.
  “Support structures keep the 
fruit off the ground, which helps 
reduce contamination from 
contact with soil,” Domenghini 
said.
  Is there a right or wrong way 
to support tomatoes? “Maybe...” 
Domenghini said.
  For small, container toma-
toes, traditional cages pur-
chased at local stores can be 
effective. The cages often come 
in fun colors, but tend to be 
more expensive than building 
your own. “The support they 
provide is minimal and often 
insufficient for most tomato 
varieties,” Domenghini said.
  She suggests home garden-
ers build their own cages using 
concrete reinforcing mesh.
  “With a roll 150 feet long 
and five feet tall, you can cre-
ate multiple tomato cages and 
trellises to support climbing 
plants,” she said. “The openings 
between the wires are large 
enough to fit your hand through 
for harvesting and allow even 
large slicing tomatoes to slide 
through.”
  To make your own tomato 
cage, cut the wire to the desired 
length and create a cylinder 
that will wrap around the plant. 
As an example, Domenghini 
notes that cutting wire to a 
length of six feet will make a 
cage that is almost two feet in 
diameter.
  Wrap the cut wires around 
the other end of the panel to 
make a cylindrical shape. “To 
keep the cage in place, you will 
need at least one or two wooden 
stakes,” she said. “Hammer 
them into the soil several inches 
and attach the cage to them us-
ing wire or garden tape.”
  Another support method is a 
trellising system known as ‘bas-
ketweave’ or ‘stake and weave.’ 
With plants in a row, place a 
T-post in the ground between 
every few plants, and a T-post 
at the beginning and end of each 
row. 
 “When plants are about one 
foot tall, tie a strand of twine 
to the T-post at one end of the 
row,” Domenghini said. “Walk 
the length of the row holding the 
twine and wrapping it around 
each T-post as you pass.”
  At the end of the row, she 
adds, wrap the twine around the 
T-post and return to the start 
while again wrapping the twine 
around each post.
  “As you come upon plants, 
they should be carefully placed 
between the strings for sup-
port,” Domenghini said. “When 
you reach the starting point, cut 
the twine and secure it to the 
T-post. As the plants grow, add 
twine higher up on the posts in 
the same pattern. Twine should 
be added every 8-12 inches, or 
at least before the plants begin 
to droop.”
  Domenghini and her col-
leagues in K-State’s Depart-
ment of Horticulture and Natu-
ral Resources produce a weekly 
Horticulture Newsletter with 
tips for maintaining home land-
scapes and gardens.
  Interested persons can sub-
scribe to the newsletter, as well 
as send garden and yard-related 
questions to hortsupport@ksu.
edu, or contact the  local K-State 
Research and Extension office.

• • • • • 
  Does it matter when I put 
mulch around my tomato 
plants?
  Great question! We know 
mulch is a temperature regula-
tor. Typically, we think of it as 
a good thing, as it keeps the soil 
from getting too hot during the 
summer.
  However, that also means 
that if applied early in the 
spring, it is going to slow down 
the soil from warming up when 
our warm-season veggies really 
need it to. It may also retain too 
much moisture due to slower 
evaporation rates.
  So, it is best to wait until the 
soil has warmed up, usually 
late May to early June, before 
adding mulch around tomato 
plants.

— Cynthia Domenghini, 
horticulture specialist, 

cdom@ksu.edu

by Pat Melgares
K-State Extension news  

 A Kansas State University 
extension agent is hailing the 
success of a pair of programs 
that have helped to address a 
high rate of preterm births in 
the state.
  Monique Koerner, a family 
community wellness agent in 
K-State Research and Exten-
sion’s Cottonwood District, 
called the state’s preterm birth 
rate “concerning.”
  “The chronic conditions that 
many in our state face is con-
cerning,” she said. “But there 
are a lot of ways that we can 
help improve the health of our 
maternal child health popula-
tion.”
  In its 2024 Report Card 
highlighting the collective fac-
tors that contribute to mater-
nal and infant mortality and 
morbidity in the United States, 
the March of Dimes called the 
nation’s preterm birth rate 
“alarmingly high.”
  The report notes that in 
2023, more than 370,000 ba-
bies were born preterm, about 
10.4% of all births. Kansas was 
one of 15 states that earned 
a ‘D’ on the report card, with 
10.5% of all births considered 
preterm.
  The March of Dimes’ report 
notes that chronic health con-
ditions caused by smoking, hy-
pertension, unhealthy weight 
and diabetes contribute to high 
rates of preterm births in Kan-
sas.
  Koerner has recently in-
troduced a prenatal education 
program called Becoming a 
Mom to help expectant mothers 
with support and guidance. The 
free classes are available in 
several of the state’s counties 
currently, and are supported 
by the Kansas Department 
of Health and Environment, 
Kansas Perinatal Community 

Collaboratives, and the March 
of Dimes.
  The six-week, prenatal edu-
cation class – one session per 
week – is available to expect-
ant mothers and their “support 
people,” according to Koerner.
  “We’ve had several dads 
come to our classes, as well,” 
she said. “Really, anybody that 
is there to support the mom 
is welcome, because we want 
them to get the education, too.”
  The classes cover such topics 
as an overview of pregnancy, 
health, nutrition, exercise, 
stress, labor and delivery, 
infant feeding, infant care 
(including safe sleep and car 
seats), family planning, mental 
health and more.
  “We also invite people from 
the local community to come in 
and talk with the participants,” 
Koerner said. “One of my goals 
for this class was to break down 
the barriers that might exist in 
the community. If people have 
names and faces and have met 
people, it will be easier to reach 
out to those resources when 
they need them.”
  Koerner also helped to es-
tablish an event called a Com-
munity Baby Shower in Ellis 
County in April, which drew 42 
participants.
  “We’re going to have to have 
a bigger venue next year be-
cause I think this is just going 
to grow,” she said.
  The event provided educa-
tion for infant care, and those 
who completed Safe Sleep in-
struction received a free porta-
ble crib, and other giveaways. 
Koerner said extension agents 
in other parts of the state are 
also hosting events similar to 
the Community Baby Shower.
  More information on these 
or similar programs to help 
expectant and young mothers 
is available at local extension 
offices in Kansas.

Baseball
 2-1A Valley Falls Regional –
 May 21 in Valley Falls – 
Semifinals – Valley Falls over 
Jefferson County North 7-0; 
Doniphan West over Oskaloosa 
2-1; Championship – Valley 
Falls over Doniphan West 4-1.
 3A Bishop Ward Regional –
 May 21 in Overland Park 
– Semifinals – Jefferson West 
over Heritage Christian Acad-
emy 6-5; Perry-Lecompton over 
Osawatomie 8-3; Championship 
– Jefferson West over Perry-
Lecompton 12-2.
Records  W-L
Northeast Kansas League
Valley Falls  22-4
Oskaloosa  18-7
Jefferson County North 6-20
McLouth  4-17
Big East League
Jefferson West  26-2
Perry-Lecompton 16-11

Softball
 3A Wellsville Regional –
 May 20 in Meriden – Quar-
terfinals – Jefferson West 
over Royal Valley 4-3; Perry-
Lecompton over West Franklin 
15-9;
 May 21 in Wellsville – Semi-
finals – Jefferson West over 
Perry-Lecompton 14-7; Cham-
pionship – Jefferson West over 
Santa Fe Trail 6-3.
 2-1A Mission Valley Re-
gional –
 May 20 in Topeka – Quarter-
finals – McLouth over Lyndon 
11-0; Oskaloosa over Jefferson 
County North 10-0; Rossville 
over Valley Falls 7-6;
 May 21 in Eskridge – Semi-
finals – Rossville over McLouth 
6-5 (9); Oskaloosa over Mission 
Valley 5-0; Championship – Os-
kaloosa over Rossville 4-1.
Records  W-L
Northeast Kansas League
McLouth  27-1
Oskaloosa  22-5
Valley Falls  11-13
Jefferson County North 8-17
Big East League
Jefferson West  22-5
Perry-Lecompton 9-19

March of Dimes report 
card gives Kansas a ‘D’

split. The subdivision is located 
along 130th Street approxi-
mately 1,750 feet east of K-4.
 Lot 1, a platted lot, covers 10 
acres and had been zoned Rural 
Residential. It now consists 
of two five-acre parcels, both 
of which are zoned Suburban 
Residential.
 When the Planning Commis-
sion took up the case April 28, it 
voted 4-0 to recommend to the 
board that the Watsons’ request 
be approved.
 PR2025-04 encompassed a 
request from Ralph and Sharon 
Porter to consider the final plat 
of Porter Estates, a proposed 
three-lot subdivision covering 
29.21 acres to be located at 2978 
Ferguson Road.
 Z2025-04 encompassed a 
request from the Porters to 
rezone what had been known 
as the Edwardson Subdivision, 
shifting it from the Suburban 
Residential classification to the 
Rural Residential classification, 
and to rezone part of an exist-
ing tract, switching it from the 
Rural Residential classification 
to the Suburban Residential 
classification.
 When the PC handled the 
case on the 28th, it voted 4-0 to 
recommend to the board that 
the Porters’ requests be ap-
proved.
 Z2025-05 encompassed a re-
quest from Don and Mary Hurd 
to rezone part of an existing 
tract to facilitate the creation of 
a seven-lot subdivision covering 
160.41 acres at 2926 Linn Road. 

County . . .
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Lot 1 will continue to be zoned 
Agricultural, while Lot 2, Lot 
3, Lot 4, Lot 5, Lot 6 and Lot 
7 will now be zoned Suburban 
Residential.
 When the PC dealt with the 
case on the 28th, it voted 3-1 to 
recommend to the board that 
the Hurds’ request be approved. 
According to the Memorandum 
Metzger made available to the 
paper, the PC member who cast 
the dissenting vote wanted to 
see the existing tract preserved 
and was concerned about the 
possibility that the creation of 
Lots 2-7 could adversely impact 
traffic along 31st Street.
 In a related matter, by con-
sensus the board approved the 
preliminary plat for the Hurds’ 
subdivision, Pork Chop Hill.
 DP2025-01 encompassed a 
request from Lonita Kress to 
amend the current Develop-
ment Plan for Kress Kennels, 
2422 Union Road, Lawrence, 
to allow for the removal of two 
open-sided carports that are 
to be replaced by an enclosed, 
climate-controlled structure 
measuring 18’ x 65’.
 When the PC looked at the 
case on the 28th, it voted 4-0 to 
recommend to the board that 
Kress’ request be approved.
 Voting 3-0, the board OK’d 
the proposed issuance of a ce-
real malt beverage license to 
the Heart of America Antique 
Steam Engine and Model As-
sociation for the 2025 McLouth 
Threshing Bee. It also autho-
rized Christy to sign the license 

on behalf of the governing body.
 The proposed issuance of 
a new county credit card to 
Angela Cloyd was OK’d by the 
board on a 3-0 vote. Christy was 
authorized to sign the neces-
sary paperwork on behalf of the 
board.
 Cloyd works for Auxiliary 
Services.
 Finally, Christy and Wal-
bridge informally decided (i.e., 
no vote was taken) that the 
board wouldn’t meet the follow-
ing week.
 
Executive Sessions 
 At the request of Metzger, 
the commissioners met pri-
vately with him and County 
Counselor-designate Jonathan 
Ehrlich for five minutes so that 
the client group could be given 
legal advice under the attorney-
client privilege exception to 
KOMA. “Contracts” was iden-
tified as being the subject that 
was to be discussed. Afterward, 
Christy announced that no 
binding was taken.
 At the request of Christy, the 
commissioners ultimately met 
privately with Ney and Ehrlich 
for a total of 25 minutes so that 
they could be given legal advice 
under the attorney-client privi-
lege exception to KOMA. “Inter-
agency issues” was identified as 
being the subject that was to be 
discussed. Afterward, Christy 
announced that no binding ac-
tion was taken.
 The meeting adjourned at 
2:55.
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Painted pony
A horse named Ranger heads toward home on a cold winter evening as the sun sets at the rural Valley Falls property of Georgia and Matt Hollis. Have you taken an 
interesting photograph showcasing Jefferson County? Send it to us at vindicator@jeffcountynews.com for a chance to see it published in the newspaper...in color!

In others’ words
 “The experience of democ-
racy is like the experience of 
life itself — always chang-
ing, infinite in its variety, 
sometimes turbulent, and all 
the more valuable for having 
been tested by adversity.”

— Jimmy Carter

Music 
 The Bob Dylan biopic “A 
Complete Unknown,” star-
ring Timothée Chalamet, 
focuses on Dylan’s early 
1960s transition from idio-
syncratic singer of folk songs 
to internationally renowned 
singer-songwriter. In honor 
of the movie’s release, music 
historian Ted Olsen’s tribute 
to the raconteur, “Bob Dylan 
and the creative leap that 
transformed modern music” 
can be found at kansasreflec-
tor.com. An excerpt:
 On July 25, 1965, at the 
Newport Folk Festival, Dylan 
invited members of the Paul 
Butterfield Blues Band on 
stage to accompany three 
songs. Since the genre expec-
tations for folk music during 
that era involved acoustic in-
strumentation, the audience 
was unprepared for Dylan’s 
loud performances. Some 
critics deemed the set an act 
of heresy, an affront to folk 
music propriety.
 The next year, Dylan em-
barked on a tour of the U.K., 
and an audience member at 
the Manchester stop infa-
mously heckled him for aban-
doning folk music, crying out, 
“Judas!”
 Yet the creative risks un-
dertaken by Dylan during 
this period inspired count-
less other musicians: rock 
acts such as the Beatles, the 
Animals and the Byrds; pop 
acts such as Stevie Wonder, 
Johnny Rivers and Sonny 
and Cher; and country sing-
ers such as Johnny Cash.
 Acknowledging the bar 
that Dylan’s songwriting set, 
Cash, in his liner notes to 
Dylan’s 1969 album “Nash-
ville Skyline,” wrote, “Here-
in is a hell of a poet.”
 Enlivened by Dylan’s 
example, many musicians 
went on to experiment with 
their own sound and style, 
while artists across a range 
of genres would pay homage 
to Dylan through performing 
and recording his songs.
 In 2016, Dylan received 
the Nobel Prize in literature 
“for having created new po-
etic expressions within the 
great American song tradi-
tion.”

About Words
 “Grammarist” defines 
a raconteur is a masterful 
storyteller who can hold an 
audience with entertaining 
stories and winning person-
alities.
 In English, the word “ra-
conteur” is taken from the 
French word raconter, which 
basically means “to tell.” It 
first appeared in the Eng-
lish language in the early 
1800s and has been used ever 
since to describe those lovely, 
gifted storytellers walking 
among us.
 The name was rejuve-
nated in pop culture with 
the formation of the Detroit 
rock band The Raconteurs, 
formed in 2005. The band 
consists of Jack White (yes, 
that Jack White), Brendan 
Benson, Jack Lawrence, and 
Patrick Keeler. Lawrence 
and Keeler were originally 
members of the Greenhornes, 
while White (of White Stripes 
fame) and Lawrence went on 
to become members of the 
Dead Weather.

The weather
 Though the daily lake in-
formation and local weather 
was not made available to the 
newspaper due to the inclem-
ent weather as of press time 
Dec. 6, the National Weather 
Service reports 17 inches of 
snow fell in the Valley Falls 
area in the past 24 hours. 

The Backdrop of

Written in conjunction with members of the Valley Falls Historical Society

by Nels Peterson
 In the 17-18 years since we hosted Jonas from Swe-
den as our exchange student ‘son’, my cell phone will 
ring shortly after 5 p.m. on New Year’s Eve. I answer 
and it will be Jonas on video chat saying, “I’m calling 
from the future!” Sweden is seven hours ahead of us 
here in the central United States, and it is already just 
past midnight for them. So he is calling from the new 
year to us here in the old. It is something we enjoy, and 
treasure very much. 
 Retrospectively, I’m going to walk back to the early 
1950s (and before) and progress until the modern days 
of instant video chat and communication. In order, com-
munication started with letters and post, telegraph, 
telephone, then on to email, cellular telephones and 
now such things as video chats and, of course, the 
dramatic rise of ZOOM and other video conferencing 
during the Covid-19 pandemic.
 Before the telegraph, communication was by writ-
ten letter, delivered by the postal service. Interestingly 
enough, where we live now in northeast Kansas, we are 
quite close to the Pony Express trail, where the mail 
was delivered by young men riding at full speed from 
station to station to ‘express’ the mail from St. Joseph, 
Mo., to the west coast. The Pony Express only lasted a 
short while as the transcontinental telegraph line was 
completed, allowing nearly instant communication 
on important matters that would have taken weeks 
otherwise.
 There is something to be said about a written letter, 
especially if it is handwritten. I have a large box of let-
ters that my Peterson grandparents and my parents 
saved. They serve somewhat as a historical record 
insofar as they are the one-sided correspondence from 
mostly relatives who were separated by distance. They 

Photo by Holly Allen
Many telecommunication items and articles are on 
display at the Valley Falls Historical Society museum.

are from mostly my Grandmother Peterson’s family in 
central Minnesota, and they reflect happenings from 
their lives. My grandfather, Oscar, also saved letters 
that he received from his sons and daughters. Some of 
them are “news” items — births, deaths, family hap-
penings, etc. I have skimmed through some of them, 
and probably should just take the time to read each 
one and get a grasp (albeit tenuous) of the happenings 
of my family from the early days of settling in central 
North Dakota to the 1960s and into the 1970s. There 
are a few from my mother’s dad after he homesteaded 
in Alaska in 1950. 
 The interesting thing about Grampa Cochran’s let-
ters is that the were sent “Air Mail.” That is, they were 
guaranteed to be put on an airplane and delivered to a 
local post office much quicker than mail that was de-
livered via ground transportation. Air Mail required a 
different stamp (and you could buy Air Mail envelopes), 
both of which were slightly more expensive. I can only 
imagine how much time it would take for a regular post 
letter to have gotten either to or from Alaska. Of course, 
any letters we went to Grampa Cochran were sent Air 
Mail also. It was pretty exciting when we would get the 
letter from Grampa Cochran, with the distinctive Air 
Mail envelope and postage.
 Getting a letter from family was an unexpected sur-
prise when you went to the mailbox. I remember well 
getting letters from my aunts and uncles or other family 
members and friends, which usually had an important 
piece of news, but would always have other news and 
happenings in their lives. A letter was immediately 
opened and read. Mom or Dad would read the letter first 
and pass it on to the other person. One of them would 
often read the letter aloud to us while we were at the 
dinner table. It was a glimpse into the life of the writer 
and their families.  As we got older, after mom and dad 
had read the letter, we would read it. To be truthful, I 
miss those days. Perhaps this is why we still send and 
like to receive Christmas cards and letters. It provides 
a microcosm of a person’s life, if even just once a year.
 I have to say that the U.S. Postal Service truly pro-
vided a valuable service in those days. It was, for the 
most part, very reliable. In fact, other than inclement 
weather, you could almost set your watch by the time 
the mail route driver was going to be at your mailbox. 
For us it was right at noon. Depending on the day, Dad 
would either head to the mailbox right before dinner, or 

immediately after dinner. I don’t remember many times 
that the mail had not been delivered. Of course, work-
ing in the fields we came to recognize the mailman’s 
vehicle and often would see him as he passed by where 
we were working. One of the important things delivered 
by the postal service was the Bismarck Tribune, the 
daily newspaper to which our parents subscribed.
 Everybody liked the mailman, and he served as an 
important part of the community. In our family, my 
father’s uncle Anton lived a few miles away from our 
place. When delivering mail, the mailman noticed that 
Anton hadn’t gotten his mail from the mailbox for a 
couple of days. On the third day, rather than just de-

Special committee addressed rural Kansas legal crisis
Report out, 
recommendations 
made
 

by Rick Nichols
 By now most of us no doubt 
are familiar with the term “food 
desert,” which can be used to 
describe a neighborhood with 
limited access to healthy and 
affordable food. And those of us 
who are still left who labor day 
after day or week after week to 
produce stories for newspaper 
readers are already well-ac-
quainted with the term “news 
desert,” which adequately de-
scribes a community that has 
little or no access to credible 
news and information.
 But what about a “legal des-
ert?” Is that a term you’ve ever 
heard before? Well, it’s a term 
Jefferson County Attorney Josh 
Ney used last September in 
discussing with the Board of 
County Commissioners the 
trouble Jefferson County Dis-
trict Court was having in at-
tempting to line up enough 
attorneys to represent indigent 
defendants, children in need of 
care, and other individuals in 
court.

 Ney, who is also the county 
counselor, was one of 35 indi-
viduals who constituted the 
Kansas Rural Justice Initiative 
Committee, which was orga-
nized just over two years ago 
“to examine unmet legal needs 
in rural Kansas,” quoting here 
from a news release the paper 
received recently, and has is-
sued a report for the Kansas 
Supreme Court to study that 
includes 10 recommendations 
“to encourage new attorneys to 
live and work in rural Kansas, 
as well as to inspire K-12 stu-
dents in rural areas to pursue 
careers in law,” quoting again 
from the statement.      
 Comprised largely of repre-
sentatives of all three branches 
of the state government, the 
legal community, the business 
community, and Kansas’ two 
law schools, the KRJIC was 
tasked by the high court to in-
vestigate a long-term trend that 
has seen fewer and fewer attor-
neys living and working in rural 
Kansas, and the impact that 
trend has had on rural Kansans 
in need of legal services.
 “Every day, judges in rural 
communities witness the effects 
of too few attorneys, but this 
was the first attempt to docu-

ment the depth and breadth 
of the problem,” Chief Justice 
Marla Luckert was quoted as 
saying in the news release. “I 
appreciate the committee’s ex-
traordinary work, time, and ef-
fort to find ways we can change 
this trend.”
 “I was proud to represent 
Jefferson County and the rural 
county attorney perspective 
on this committee,” Ney told 
the paper Dec. 30 in an email. 
“The work the committee ac-
complished is instrumental 
in highlighting the challenges 
and needs of rural communities 
- even those within 30-45 min-
utes of urban areas - in finding 
attorneys to provide constitu-
tionally-required services in our 
local courts. Jefferson County is 
the place I’ve chosen to raise my 
family, and I hope state and lo-
cal policies can incentivize other 
professionals to make Jefferson 
County their home.”
 Ney went on to note that 
Jefferson County “has faced 
new challenges over the past 
decade” in light of the retire-
ments of longstanding attor-
neys and the closing of firms in 
this area, a situation that has 
made it difficult to assemble a 
sufficient number of lawyers to 

serve on indigent defense, care 
and treatment, and children in 
need of care dockets. “We have 
been fortunate to have public 
service-minded attorneys from 
neighboring counties fill those 
positions as our local bar has 
dwindled, but the bar is aging 
at a quicker pace than new at-
torneys are coming in,” he said.
     Finally, the county attorney 
encouraged “our elected repre-
sentatives in Topeka to adopt 
many of the recommendations 
of the Rural Justice Initiative 
Committee as we look for solu-
tions to preserve the rural way 
of life in Jefferson County and 
throughout the state.”

------------------------

Money Talks, Right? 
 As previously reported in 
the paper, on Sept. 9 the Jef-
ferson County Board of County 
Commissioners unanimously 
approved a proposal advanced 
by County Attorney/Counselor 
Josh Ney to set aside $162,000 
a year to cover the cost of pay-
ing four attorneys to represent 
indigent clients and others 
in Jefferson County District 
Court.
 That breaks down to $13,500 
a month, which will be allocated 

as follows: two attorneys on “full 
contracts,” $4,000 each; one 
attorney on the “misdemeanor 
contract,” $2,600; and one at-
torney on the guardian ad litem 
contract, $2,900.
 The action taken by County 
Commissioners David Chris-
ty, Richard Malm and Doug 
Walbridge was in response to 
information about attorney 
shortages Ney had reported to 
them during board meetings 
earlier in the year. The trio 
had also heard from Lawrence 
attorney Matthew Cohen, who 
has regularly served as a court-
appointed attorney and strongly 
urged the commissioners to 
increase the compensation level 
connected with a full contract 
from $2,900 a month to $4,800 
a month.

------------------------
 To cut to the chase, as they 
say, the 79-page Final Report 
produced by the KRJIC basi-
cally said the continuing short-
age of attorneys in rural Kansas 
“has become a crisis,” quoting 
again from the news release.
 According to the report, 
which was made available to the 
public Dec. 20, roughly 79 per-


