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Rokkr Regiment reconnects 
veterans through video game
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By Edie Schmierbach
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Local Civil War buff s 
will be in attendance dur-
ing public events Satur-
day in Duluth to honor a 
man who, when he died 
in 1956, was the nation’s 
last Union soldier.

Albert Woolson lived to 

age 106, or by some ac-
counts, to 109.

“Duluth claims him as 
one of its own, and it has 
the right to. But Mankato 
and St. Peter can also 
be proud of the fact that 
Woolson lived in our 
area before joining the 
1st Minnesota Battery 
of Heavy Artillery,” said 

Bryce Stenzel, a member 
of Friends of the Boy in 
Blue, a Mankato organi-
zation that focuses on 
local connections to war 
history.

Military honors are 
slated at 11 a.m. at Park 
Hill Cemetery, followed 
by a 1 p.m. wreath-layng 
ceremony and reception 
near Woolson’s statue at 
The Depot, 506 W. Michi-

gan St.
An Abraham Lincoln 

historical portrayer, 
Stenzel has been asked 
by the event’s organizers 
to recite the Gettysburg 
Address as part of the 
ceremony. He will be 
accompanied by several 
Friends of the Boy in Blue 
members who will man 
an exhibit displaying 
photos and copies of a 

local publication about 
Mankato’s Boy in Blue 
monument.

Stenzel’s research into 
Woolson found that he 
was 17 when he signed 
up Oct. 10, 1864, at a spot 
near the northeast corner 
of Lake Elysian in a vil-
lage that no longer exists.

“Technically, he was un-
derage. He may have lied 
about his age,” Stenzel 

said.
Woolson’s records list 

his being born in An-
twerp, New York. His 
father, who was wounded 
while serving with the 
Union Army, was hospi-
talized in Minnesota. The 
family moved to the state 
to be with the father, who 
died while hospitalized 

Civil War’s last veteran had ties to the area
Woolson to be honored in Duluth

ALGAE USES
Students, experts consider possibility of 

harvesting the aquatic plant

Could reduce nutrients and phosphorus in waterways

By Dana Melius
Special to the Free Press

S
tudent scientists were 
joined Thursday by a half 
dozen professionals with a 

win-win idea: Cleaning south-
ern Minnesota lakes just might 
help reduce runoff  of farm and 
lawn fertilizers.

Call it algae harvesting.
Near the shoreline of Clear 

Lake in rural Brown County, 
a north Florida-based organi-
zation, AECOM, praised the 
potential of cleaning lakes 
of algae blooms. While that 
message grabs the interest of 
those in the fi shing and tour-
ism industries, an additional 
win could be in utilizing the 
harvested algae to help fertilize 
Minnesota farmland in a more 
environmentally friendly way.

Since July, AECOM offi  cials 
and interested state agricultur-
al and environmental organi-
zations have joined forces to 
look at that potential, hoping to 
target two regional lakes: Clear 
Lake, six miles southwest of 
New Ulm, and Crystal Lake in 
Lake Crystal.

Mary Beth Botz, a retired 
Sleepy Eye St. Mary’s science 
instructor, helped organize the 
event, which brought science, 
environmental and agricultural 
professionals from Florida, 
St. Cloud State University and 
the University of Minnesota’s 
Southwest research and Out-
reach Center in Lamberton.

For Botz, who continues to 
lead STEM outings and prairie 
restoration eff orts for Sleepy 
Eye students, she sees the 
parallels between science and 
spiritual faith, reciting a bibli-
cal passage.

“And the presenters today are 
passionate,” she noted. “We’re 
all lifelong learners so if you’re 
not a student here, there’s still a 
lot to learn.”

Thomas Byrne, a New Ulm-
based accountant who’s deeply 
involved in several business 

development 
projects, has 
become an 
expert in algae 
use in products 
ranging from 
pharmaceu-
ticals to food 
ingredients. 
But it’s this 
potential use of 
algae blooms 
from Min-
nesota lakes 
to slow the 
fl ow of farm 
nitrates and 
phosphorus 
in the state’s 
waterways 
that has truly 
excited him.

He’s been joined by Mike Roll, 
president of Crystal Waters 
Project in Lake Crystal. Roll 
understands the contentious 
debate at times between the 
agricultural sector and environ-
mentalists. The algae project, 
Roll says, could ease those ten-
sions as well.

“We need to get the word out 
about how much it will reduce 
nutrients and phosphorus in 

waterways,” Roll said. “What 
we’re trying to do is come up 
with a strategy (to convince the 
state Legislature to come up 
with money to fund these types 
of projects).”

Dan Levy, the national direc-
tor of AECOM’s Algae Mitiga-
tion Practice, says this tech-
nology can help play a role in 
the growing issues of climate 

Photos by Dana Melius, special to The Free Press
Fishing on Clear Lake, six miles southwest of New Ulm, includes a pier at the Lost Dog and Fox Hunters Park in rural Brown County. But like many southern 
Minnesota lakes, it battles algae bloom growth.

By Renee Berg
rberg@mankatofreepress.com

MANKATO — If you love 
cycling or supporting 
it, Key City Bike has a 
fundraiser for you.

Key City Bike is host-
ing Wheelworks 5:30-
10 p.m. Saturday.

In its 10th year, the 
fundraiser is free and 
open to the public, 
though a $10-per person 
donation is suggested.

Funds raised will go 
to support program-
ming and operations of 
Key City Bike, which is 
a nonprofi t community 
bike space largely run 
by volunteers and sup-
ported by members. It’s 
been around for about 
20 years, and its mission 
is to recycle, reclaim 
and empower.

The organization fi xes 
up donated bikes, sell-
ing them at a sliding-
scale fee.

“We want to reduce 
barriers to cycling,” said 
Amanda Anez, board 
chair for Key City Bike. 
“If you look at our year-
ly fi gures, all calculated, 
we send about 900 bikes 
out the door each year.”

Located at Key City 
Bike at 204 East Vine St., 
the Wheelworks event 
typically draws about 
120 people.

From 5:30-7:30 p.m., 
professional artist Wyatt 
Ryan, of Rochester, 
will take bike portraits, 
head shots or group 
pictures with bikes. 
A bike ride scavenger 
hunt is at 6 p.m. and a 
tire-changing contest 
will run throughout the 
fundraiser, with people 
trying to change a tire 
as fast as possible.

A silent auction will 
feature submitted work 
by local artists, with 
pieces for sale until 
8:30 p.m.

Live music will start 
at 6:30 p.m., with DJ 
Jax, Soul Folk Union, 
and Jaw Knee Vee play-
ing. There will also be 
ample family-friendly 
activities such as chalk, 
bubbles and craft s.

“Wheelworks is an 
opportunity to connect 
with the community,” 
Anez said. “We cele-
brate art and bicycle ad-
vocacy and raise funds 
to support the program-
ming of Key City Bike.”

Key City also stands 
ready with DIY repair 
resources, she said.

The organization 
off ers volunteer op-
portunities, and people 
can buy used bikes and 
parts from them. To 
learn more about Key 
City, go to keycitybike.
org/annual-report.

Benefit 
supports 
Key City

BRIEFS
Air conditioning unit 
starts fire in Kilkenny
KILKENNY — A 78-year-
old woman was displaced 
from her Kilkenny home 
aft er a fi re Wednesday 
aft ernoon.

Constance Weber, who 
was not injured, called 
Le Sueur County Sheriff ’s 
Department dispatchers 
about 3:30 p.m. report-
ing fi re in the porch area 
of her residence at 232 
Laurel Ave. When fi rst 
responders arrived, they 
found the fi re had spread 
to interior rooms, accord-
ing to a news release from 
the department.

Kilkenny and Mont-
gomery fi refi ghters 
extinguished the fi re and 
vented smoke out of the 
structure.

The fi re started in a 
faulty window air con-
ditioner. Weber told fi rst 
responders that aft er she 
plugged in and turned 
on the unit, she heard a 
crackling noise. When 
she checked on the noise, 
she discovered fi re in the 
air conditioner and a wall 
area of the porch.

A damage estimate has 
not yet been determined.

Weber is staying with 
family members in the 
Kilkenny area, the release 
said.

County Road 15 section 
to close for project
MANKATO — A section of 
Blue Earth County Road 
15 south of Mankato, also 
known as 185th Street, will 
close Monday and remain 
closed during a culvert 
replacement project.

The section between be-
tween 586th and 589th av-
enues (Blue Earth County 
Road 179) is in Decoria 
Township.

Motorists will need to 
fi nd alternate routes until 
the section reopens in 
about three weeks.

Residents and landown-
ers may contact the Blue 
Earth County Public Works 
Department to coordi-
nate access concerns. For 
more information on the 
project, contact Blue Earth 
County Highway Depart-
ment at 304-4025.

Sheriff issues warning 
about paving scammers
ST. PETER — Nicollet 
County Sheriff ’s Offi  ce 
issued a warning Thurs-
day about paving scams 
aft er receiving several 
complaints from residents 
about door-to-door solici-
tors selling asphalt work.

Services being off ered 
include driveway paving, 
roofi ng and weather vane 
additions or replacements.

Deputies investigating 
the complaints found 
surfaces with new asphalt 
that is half as thick as it 
should be. Residents also 
reported they were lied 
to about the availability 
of extra asphalt from a 
nearby job.

Residents with questions 
or concerns about scams 
should contact the offi  ce at 
931-1570.

The Free Press

Sophomores Jack Windschitl (left), of Sleepy Eye St. Mary’s, and Aiden Moeller, of Lake Crystal-Wellcome 
Memorial, assisted with algae testing, joining Florida scientist Byron Winston.

Byron Winston, a senior environmental scientist with Florida-based AECOM, 
takes a look at an algae sample from Clear Lake.

Please see VET, Page B2

Please see ALGAE, Page B2
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OBITUARIES
Jacqueline Josephine Hopp

Jacky was born to Ed and Rosa Summers on August 19, 1930
died August 9, 2023. Was married to John Hopp on March 17,
1948. They raised Terry (Gloria), Vicky (John deceased) Riley,
David (Pam), Jo (Jim) Brevitz, Paula (Terry) Vollmer, Steven
(Lyle), Chet (Carolyn), Kris (Bill) Juberien.

There are 14 grandchildren, 12 great grandchildren and 4 great
great grandchildren. She worked at the Holiday House and
Schmidt's Meat Market. She was a member of the Tuesday
morning prayer group. Enjoyed family, reading, quilting and
playing games.

Proceeded in death by her parents, husband, son-in-law,
nephew and 7 siblings.

Celebration of life will be held on Sunday August 13 from 1PM
to 3PM at the Nicollet Conservation Club.

About Obituaries
Personalized obituaries and standard death notices pub-
lished for a fee can be submitted online at 
obituaries.mankatofreepress.com. For assistance, please 
call 507-344-6375, 8 a.m.–3:30 p.m. Monday – Friday, 
and 2 p.m.-4 p.m. Saturday and Sunday. Early deadlines 
may be in effect for holidays.

just prior to Albert’s en-
listment.

He enlisted as a rifleman 
but served as a drummer 
and bugler with Company 
C, 1st Minnesota Heavy 
Artillery. In late 1864, the 
regiment was part of the 
Army of the Cumberland 
in Tennessee.

“He was not a member 
of the famous 1st Minne-
sota Infantry ... He never 
saw battle,” said Stenzel, 
who joked about those 
facts being behind the 
Civil War veteran’s long 
life.

Woolson was a private 
when he was discharged 
Sept. 27, 1865.

After his military 
service, he worked as a 
railroad fireman, a wood 
turner and a grain miller 
and at a logging camp. He 
had lived in Mankato and 
St. Peter before he moved 
to Duluth in 1905. He 
found work in Duluth as 

an electrician, at a lumber 
company and at a wash-
ing machine manufactur-
ing company. He retired 
in 1933 at age 86.

He had eight children, 
was twice widowed and 
was a member of the 
Grand Army of the Repub-
lic, which is a Civil War 
veterans fraternal organi-
zation.

Stenzel said Woolson 
was recognized as the last 
veteran of the Civil War, 
from either side.

A statue in his honor 
stands at the Gettysburg 
National Military Park.

“That monument is a 
duplicate of the one in 
Canal Park in Duluth,” 
Stenzel said.

Saturday’s events in 
Duluth are open to the 
public; however, local res-
idents may view a tribute 
to Woolson in Mankato’s 
Lincoln Park. A memorial 
paver engraved with his 
name is displayed near 
the Boy in Blue statue.

VET: Moved from area in 1905
Continued from Page B1

Courtesy Bryce Stenzel
This statue on display at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, is the likeness of a Civil War 
private who enlisted at a spot near Lake Elysian. At the base of Albert Woolson’s 
statue are the words “Memorial to the Grand Army of the Republic.” Woolson, the 
nation’s last Union soldier, will be honored Saturday in Duluth.

change.
“We have 7.2 billion 

people in the world now 
and there’ll be more,” 
Levy said. “We have to 
find a way to work with 
nature … We see this as 
a global problem.”

And pointing to stu-
dents in attendance, he 
added: “We need new 
people coming into this 
industry.”

Sophomores Aiden 
Moeller, of Lake Crystal-
Wellcome Memorial, 
and Jack Windschitl, of 
Sleepy Eye St. Mary’s, as-
sisted the professionals 
throughout the morning 
session, joining Byron 
Winston, senior envi-
ronmental scientist with 
AECOM.

Algae from Clear Lake 
was drawn and tested, 
with relatively high toxic 

levels.
“I wouldn’t recom-

mend any swimming to-
day in the lake,” Winston 
said.

Levy said Minnesota 
was targeted to continue 
studies and use of the 
algae harvesting concept 
due to the state’s passion 
for lakes and its heavy 
reliance on the agricul-
tural industry.

Matt Julius, chair 
of the St. Cloud State 
University biology 
department, noted that 
algae harvesting has the 
potential to save money 
on expensive farm and 
lawn fertilizers, “reduc-
ing the carbon foot-
print” and “recovering 
the lost nutrients going 
into lakes.

“We have too much 
phosphorus hitting the 
lakes,” he said.

Paulo Pagliari, a 

nutrient management 
specialist at the Uni-
versity of Minnesota’s 
Southwest Research 
and Outreach Center 
in Lamberton, said the 
algae project could be a 
huge benefit for organic 
farmers.

“The potential for 
organic farming to use 
algae as a nutrient is 
fantastic,” he said.

For Kelly Moeller, 
Aiden’s mother and an 
LCWM physics instruc-
tor, the issue truly 
comes close to home. 
With plans for the AE-
COM group’s algae har-
vester targeting Crystal 
Lake, “it’s coming to our 
town.”

“Aiden’s really enjoyed 
science fairs and he’s 
always looking for some-
thing else to get involved 
with,” she said.

Moeller, Botz and 

fellow educators under-
stand the added value of 

bringing students into 
the mix.

“Isn’t this fascinating?” 
Botz said.

ALGAE: Plant could save money spent on fertilizer for farmers while reducing their carbon footprint
Continued from Page B1

Dana Melius, special to The Free Press
Retired Sleepy Eye St. Mary’s teacher Mary Beth Botz (left) and Sleepy Eye Public science instructor Deb Reinherts helped 
organized and kick off Thursday’s informational session on potential algae harvesting at Clear Lake.

By Nicole Norfleet

Star Tribune

Best Buy has survived 
the rise and fall of VHS 
tapes and DVDs. It has 
witnessed the advent of 
digital music stream-
ing, causing a near 
death of CDs, to emerge 
as the sole U.S. brick-
and-mortar consumer 
electronics chain left.

Now, as it contin-
ues to battle the rise 
of competitors, the 
residual effects of the 
pandemic and lower 
demand for electronics, 
Best Buy has reached 
a pivotal year. How 
the Richfield retailer 
responds will likely 
determine the trajec-
tory of the company for 
years to come.

“By its nature, this is 
a business that changes 
all the time,” said Best 
Buy CEO Corie Barry in 
an interview with the 
Star Tribune. “If you 
would have gone in our 
stores 20 years ago, you 
might have seen VCRs 
and a lovely stack of 
movies and a bunch 
of music and that isn’t 
what you see when 
you walk in the stores 
anymore.”

The Richfield-based 
company is ready for 
the next round, she 
and other executives 
say. It’s a leaner or-
ganization, with 20% 
fewer workers and 
fewer stores, adding 
flexibility to respond 
to continually chang-
ing conditions. It has 
added product lines 
trying to create a new 
mix as electronics sales 
continue to be tepid 
and pandemic-quick-
ened retail changes 
evolve more.

The next report card 
will come out Aug. 29, 
when Best Buy gives its 
financial report for May 
through July, a quarter 
that could give an early 
indication of back-to-
school sales. Executives 
including Barry could 
not speak to future 
forecasts because the 
company is in the 
earnings quiet period, 
but the company has 
estimated sales could 
drop 6% to 8% because 
of cooling electronics 
sales.

What’s clear is Best 
Buy can’t afford to rest, 
said Neil Saunders, 
managing director and 
retail analyst at Global-
Data Retail, who thinks 
Best Buy needs to make 
even more changes. Its 
stores, for example, are 
still too big and could 
continue to suffer from 
low foot traffic.

“If they don’t make 
the right steps now 
it could imperil the 
future of the business 
down the road,” Saun-

ders said.
And it’s too soon to 

know exactly what 
will work since many 
changes are still in pilot 
phases.

Adapting has meant 
downsizing and rei-
magining. Best Buy 
closed about 70 large-
format stores — or 7% 
of locations — over the 
past three years with 
plans to shutter 20 to 30 
more of its larger stores 
this fiscal year. The 
closures are unlikely to 
stop there.

Over time, Barry said, 
there might be more lo-
cations — with different 
purposes. But overall, 
the company would still 
have less square foot-
age of sales space.

Some of Best Buy’s 
newest model stores 
are centered on ways 
customers can interact 
and test products. Oth-
ers are outlets focused 
on discount prices. 
Additional full-service 
stores are reducing 
their sales floors to 
make order pick-up 
smoother.

“It’s more convenient, 
more easy, and that’s a 
very different footprint 
than we have today,” 
she said.

Stores are a crucial 
part of Best Buy’s 
strategy. About 40% of 
online sales are picked 
up from stores, and 
another 20% of orders 
ship to customers’ 
homes from stores.

The idea is to give the 
customers what they 
want at any given time, 
whether they need 
one-on-one help or just 
want to pick up a phone 
at midnight because 
that’s the time window 
they have, Barry said.

That kind of experi-
mentation is crucial to 
a pivot back to growth, 
analysts said.

Anthony Chukumba, 
an analyst at Chicago-
based Loop Capital 
Markets, said Best Buy 
will need to continue 
to power through with 
new ideas. He will be 
looking for sales im-
provement from earlier 
this year, when sales 
were down 10% year 
over year.

“We have to con-
stantly be thinking how 
we evolve our business 
regardless of whether 
sales are going up or 
going down,” Chukum-
ba said.

Rightsizing is a tricky bet
The key is reduction 

without cutting back 
too much.

It doesn’t make sense 
for Best Buy to have as 
many stores as it did 
in the past, Chukumba 
said. Digital sales at 
Best Buy are now about 
a third of its domestic 

revenue and twice as 
high as before the pan-
demic.

However, he added: 
“You don’t want to cut 
your store base too 
much because particu-
larly the beauty of the 
model is that you do 
have these stores where 
you can touch and feel 
these products.”

If anything, Best Buy 
needs to be more cre-
ative with the displays 
within their stores to 
give people a reason to 
visit, Saunders said.

Augmented reality 
and virtual reality will 
continue to be evolving 
fields people will need 
to see to believe. Apple 
recently announced its 
new Apple Vision Pro 
mixed-reality headset 
would only be sold in 
Apple stores. Best Buy 
needs to have more 
interesting in-person 
experiences like Apple 
to bring people into 
stores and differenti-
ate it from general 
merchandise stores 
like Walmart, Saunders 
said.

“I think Best Buy 
needs to sort of pro-
vide that guidance and 
inspiration in stores a 
bit more,” he said.

Reduction in force as 
Best Buy changes store 
footprints go hand in 
hand but can also be 
tricky. Too many cuts 
can affect customer 
service.

“There’s still a huge 
need for in-store ser-
vice as a way to dif-
ferentiate from online-
only competitors,” said 
Mike Baker, a senior 
retail analyst with D.A. 
Davidson Cos.

Over the past three 
years, Best Buy’s overall 
headcount has declined 
by about 25,000 people. 
Most of the reduction 
has come from attri-
tion, but there also 
were layoffs. In Feb-
ruary 2021, Best Buy 
made headlines when 
it announced it laid off 
5,000 full-time employ-
ees and added about 
2,000 part-time posi-
tions that month. As re-
cent as this spring, Best 
Buy laid off hundreds 
of workers in a week.

Barry said Best Buy’s 
workforce is becom-
ing more flexible as 
employees are being 
trained to work across 
departments and 
stores, and it has im-
proved store customer 
service scores.

“This isn’t just about 
I think what gets often 
characterized as cost-
cutting, this is about a 
workforce that is more 
trained, more devel-
oped and can work 
across all those differ-
ent areas ... everything 
from delivery and 

installation all the way 
to an expert computing 
experience,” Barry said.

Changing the product mix
Plus, Best Buy is ex-

panding into new new 
product categories and 
services outside of its 
traditional offerings 
including taking large 
steps into the connect-
ed health care space.

In recent years, Best 
Buy grew its lineup 
of e-bikes and other 
electric transportation 
and also purchased 
Yardbird, adding to 
its outdoor furniture 
assortment. More 
recently, it dove more 
into the beauty world 
with electric skincare 
items like dermaplan-
ing wands and wear-
able technology such 
as the Oura Ring that 
can not only sense your 
blood-oxygen levels to 
see when you may be 
having trouble breath-
ing while asleep but 
also track your tem-
perature to help predict 
the start of your men-
strual cycle.

Best Buy has also 
reconfigured its service 
membership to offer 
lower price points and 
different perks.

While these new ad-
ditions have diversified 
its aisles, analysts say 
Best Buy’s investments 
in the health care 
realm could have wider 
implications.

It spent $800 million 
in 2018 to buy Great-
Call, which provides 
both safety and medi-
cal monitors and runs 
call centers to support 
them. In 2021, it bought 
U.K.-based patient 
monitoring platform 
Current Health.

And earlier this year, 
Best Buy announced a 
partnership with Char-
lotte, North Carolina-
based Atrium Health to 
develop a “hospital-at-
home” program where 
Geek Squad workers 
would provide techni-
cal support. Best Buy is 
also piloting a medical 
service with Pennsyl-
vania-based Geisinger 
Health System to pro-
vide at-home care for 
people with long-term 
chronic illnesses.

Health care and tech-
nology are converging 
even more, so it’s smart 
for Best Buy to be at the 
forefront of that mar-
ket, said Baker of D.A. 
Davidson.

Best Buy will continue 
to be at the forefront of 
tech, Barry said.

“The thing we do bet-
ter than anyone else is 
we commercialize new 
technology. We actu-
ally make markets,” she 
said. “Tech is just evolv-
ing, and we have to be 
out in front of that.”

Best Buy faces a pivotal year for growth




