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The BHS marching band rehearses in the parking lot on a recent August morning. 

Marching in style
By Amy Cecil Holm
The Brookings Beacon

When Brookings High School’s march-
ing band hits the road for competitions 
this fall, it will haul the growing program’s 
instruments in a new $90,000 trailer.

But the trailer represents more than 

storage and transportation for the band’s 
gear.

It shows how much the marching band 
game has changed — and how much the 
BHS band has grown as well.

“When I was in band, the only visual 
effects were the color guard with flags 

and rifles,” said Jennifer Lacher-Starace, 
president of the BHS Band Boosters. 
“Now it has evolved into something that 
rivals theater — props, backgrounds, 
more choreography, costuming.”

As the band has grown, so has the size 
See BAND, page 4

Band’s new trailer allows more elaborate show this fall.

Counter 
checks 
got job 
done
Remnant of  
bygone era.

   he count-
er check I’m 
talking about 
isn’t a move 

in chess, hockey or foot-
ball.

   It was a simple 
blank check we all once 
used to pay our bills. 

   When you ran out 
of counter checks, you 
asked the bank for more. 
They were free.  They 
came with only the 
bank’s name and lines 
for date, check amount 
and signature — no iden-
tification numbers, bar 
codes, account numbers, 
names, addresses or 
phone numbers.

   Counter checks 
were everywhere until 

T

Stubble 
Mulch

See MULCH, page 3

Chuck Cecil
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By Molly Wetsch
South Dakota News Watch

A South Dakota judge 
has ruled in favor of the 
American Legion and 
two media companies 
in a defamation lawsuit 
filed by a former Mitchell 
baseball player.

Nexstar Media 
Group, which owns 
KELO-TV, and Forum 
Communications, which 
owns the Mitchell 
Republic, were defen-
dants in the case revolv-
ing around a sentence in 
a letter by a representa-
tive from the American 
Legion sent to members 
of the Mitchell Baseball 
Association.

In November 2024, 
American Legion adju-
tant C.P. Van Delist sent 
the letter to members 
of the Mitchell Baseball 
Association saying that 
Mitchell Baseball would 
be immediately barred 
from participating in the 
American Legion after a 
rape case involving six 

players made its way 
through court.

In July 2025, Peyton 
Mandel, one of the six 
players involved in the 
case, filed a civil lawsuit 
saying that Van Delist 
made “false, malicious, 
and defamatory” state-
ments about him. Besides 
the American Legion, 
Nexstar and Forum were 
also named in the lawsuit.

Both news organiza-
tions published stories 
containing Van Delist’s 
letter, which named all 
six players involved in 
the case and said, “All 
of these individuals are 
guilty of accessory to a 
felony, acknowledging by 
affirmation of their guilty 
pleas, that the felonies 
they were charged with, 
rape and aiding and abet-
ting, did take place.”

Mandel was a play-
er for the Mitchell base-
ball team and one of 
six involved in a hazing 
incident that took place 
in 2023 at a Rapid City 

hotel room. The event, in 
which another player said 
the boys held him down 
and performed forcible 
digital anal penetration 
on him, was later char-
acterized as a rape case. 
He pled guilty in 2024 to 
one count of accessory 
to a felony as part of a 

Mitchell lawsuit dismissed by court

plea deal.
Circuit Judge David 

Knoff heard the defama-
tion case in May and took 
it under advisement. The 
court published its deci-
sion Friday, which grant-
ed summary judgment 
to the defendants, which 

ends the case instead of 
taking it to trial.

“The statement 
made by Van Delist 
and published by the 
Media Defendants 
were substantially true. 
Mandel (sic) pled guilty 
to being an accessory to 

a felony. He never used 
the word ‘rape’, but the 
actual act is undisputed 
and was acquiesced to 
by his silence at sentenc-
ing,” the judge wrote in 
Friday’s ruling.

Mitchell Republic 

Suit against media outlets,  
American Legion ended by judge.

Molly Wetsch/South Dakota News Watch 

The Davison County Courthouse in Mitchell where a judge dismissed the lawsuit against the newspaper.

See SUIT, page 12
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the 1960s, including 
on store counters for 
customer convenience. 
In trade centers such 
as Brookings, business-
es might have counter 
checks on hand from 
banks in Elkton, White, 
Bruce, Sinai, Arlington, 
Toronto and Volga for 
use by people with 
checking accounts in 
those communities.

The customer select-
ed his or her bank’s 
counter check, filled it 
in, scribbled a signature 
and that was that. You 
might not have gotten 
away with writing a 
counter check from the 
Bank of Bruce while on 
vacation in Tallahassee, 
Florida, or Mule Shoe, 
Texas, but most local 
businesses accepted 
them without questions. 

When a business 
brought its stack of 
counter checks to the 
bank for deposit, the 
only way a bank clerk 
would know who had 
signed the check was by 
guess work and years of 
experience figuring out 
just who in the heck had 
signed it. 

In those days before 
ballpoint pens, counter 
checks were often writ-
ten in pencil.

The late Sheldon 
Cotton of Volga once 
showed me a counter 
check written by his 

grandfather, George 
O. Cotton, in 1954. 
The check was for his 
January Brookings 
Kiwanis Club dues, plus 
payment for “buttons” 
Kiwanians were sell-
ing. The check was for 
$3.80, with $2 of it being 
the club’s monthly dues.

It was written on 
a Security National 
Bank of Brookings 
check blank. Cotton, a 
successful Volga busi-
nessman, had apparent-
ly arrived at the Sawnee 
Hotel in Brookings (the 
building is still there 
at Third Avenue and 
Fourth Street) for the 
weekly Kiwanis meet-
ing without enough 
cash to pay his dues.

Or maybe he wanted 
to pay by check so he’d 
have a record for taxes.

With no Volga First 

National Bank count-
er checks on hand, he 
grabbed a Security 
National Bank of 
Brookings counter 
check and used that. 
The only problem 
was, he didn’t have an 
account at the Security 
National Bank of 
Brookings.  

He just crossed off 
the word “Security” 
and penciled in above 
it “The First,” trans-
forming the Security 
National Bank check 
to The First National 
Bank. Below that he 
crossed out “Brookings” 
and penciled in “Volga” 
above it. 

In the late 1960s, 
the ability for commer-
cial printers to provide 
magnetic printing 
changed things in many 
ways and was the death 

knell for those ubiqui-
tous counter checks. 

Computers came 
along and drastically 

changed check writing. 
While many of today’s 
millennials may still 
write checks for some 
of life’s necessities, 
the majority manage 
their money digitally. If 
they have a check they 
want to deposit, they 
take a picture of it with 
their phone, and the 
phone sends the check’s 
picture to the bank. 

Since I’ve mentioned 
Brookings Kiwanis Club 
counter check writer 
George Cotton of Volga, 
I want to tell you about 
Dr. Vic Webster, one of 
Cotton’s fellow Kiwanis 
Club members. 

Vic was head of 
the SDSU Chemistry 
Department. Many 

of you reading this 
probably remember 
Dr. Webster. I barely 
squeezed through his 
beginner’s course in 
1957, and the only chem-
istry I can think of now 
is that salt water chem-
ically speaking is H2O 
and NaCl. 

Vic joined the local 
Kiwanis club in 1943. In 
1997 he was recognized 
in Kiwanis Club circles 
nationally for having 
never missed a week-
ly Kiwanis meeting for 
54 years. That’s 2,808 
meetings in a row with-
out a miss. 

And I suppose it’s 
also a whole slew of 
counter checks along 
the way. 

3-wheeled bikes abound in Sturgis

Continued from page 1

Mulch: Stores kept checks for customers

By Bart Pfankuch
South Dakota News Watch

STURGIS — It takes 
only a brief drive through 
the streets of Sturgis 
during the 2026 motor-
cycle rally to realize that 
three-wheeled cycles 
have become a hot new 
trend in the biker world.

Motorcycles with 
three wheels instead of 
two can readily be seen 
driving in traffic, parked 
amid the rows of bikes on 
Main Street or displayed 
at temporary sales and 
rental lots that pop up 
during the Sturgis rally 
that attracts more than 
500,000 bikers to South 
Dakota each August.

The key innovations 
of three-wheelers are 
greater stability while 
driving or stopped, 

Bart Pfankuch/
South Dakota 
News Watch 

Bikers 
say three-
wheeled 
cycles are 
more stable 
and provide 
greater 
space for 
carrying 
things, 
including 
dogs 
that wear 
goggles, 
as seen in 
downtown 
Sturgis on 
Aug. 5. 

See TRIKES, page 7
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and complexity of its produc-
tions. The band’s old trailer was 
becoming a limitation.

“We were busting at the 
seams with the trailer we had,” 
Lacher-Starace said. “It limited 
the opportunities we had for 
our band to showcase that visu-
al part of our show every year.”

The trailer was refurbished 
specifically for the band. It 
features new paint, new tires, 
interior and exterior lighting 
and two levels of storage. The 
project was funded through 
donations of money, materi-
als and labor, with the school 
district contributing some 
funds to help complete the 
project. 

The Band Boosters hope to 
add two sets of interior stairs at 
a cost of about $6,500.

The project began about two 
years ago with an anonymous 
$25,000 matching grant.

To meet the challenge, band 
students reached out to family 
and friends, explaining what 
the program meant to them and 
asking for support. The boost-
ers also partnered with local 
businesses.

The result was a project that 
kept as much of the work as 
possible within the commu-
nity. A company in Texas 
refurbishes trailers specifi-
cally for marching bands, but 
rather than have the compa-
ny complete the entire project, 
the boosters looked for ways 
local businesses and commu-
nity members could contribute.

“We could have paid a lot 
more money to have the compa-
ny outfit the whole thing,” 
Lacher-Starace said. “But we 
figured, let’s see what we can 
do locally that might be more 
affordable and put that money 
back into the community.”

The investment comes as 
the band program anticipates 
continued growth.

Isaac McMahon, in his 
sixth year as band director, 
said about 120 students partic-
ipate in marching band. The 
broader band program includes 
about 150 students in concert 
band, with color guard bring-
ing total participation to 165 to 
170 students.

And marching band today 
requires much more than learn-
ing music and marching in 
formation.

The band’s fall show is based 
on Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Tell-
Tale Heart.” It includes chore-
ography and voiceovers, giving 
it a darker tone that the students 
are excited about, according 
to McMahon. They have been 
practicing since early summer.

For the students, the hours 
of rehearsal and competition 
are about more than producing 
a polished show.

Senior Quinn Ulvestad, 
in her second year as a drum 
major, describes marching 
band as one of the most fami-
ly-oriented activities in the 
school.

“Every single person plays 
such a necessary role in making 
the entire show,” Ulvestad said. 
“It’s the most team-oriented 
activity.”

She has watched that culture 
develop during her four years 
in the program.

“Within marching band, 
it’s so tight-knit,” she said. 
“We love being around each 
other, and that affects how we 
perform.”

Senior trumpet player 
Abram Bucholz has also expe-
rienced that sense of connec-
tion. A four-year band member 
and captain of the high brass 
section, he said some of his 
closest friendships originated 
in band, and he has enjoyed 
the hours spent rehearsing and 
competing with friends.

“To be excellent at some-
thing together really bonds 
people,” Bucholz said.

McMahon said he has tried 
to build on that sense of bond-
ing and belonging. 

“The kids have always said, 
band is family to them. It’s kind 
of inherent in band to have a 

sense of community,” he said. 
“On the basketball team, there’s 
only five playing at a time. But 
everyone in band starts.”

That distinction makes 
marching band different from 
many other activities, Lacher-
Starace said.

“We joke that we’re the other 
fall sport,” she said. “Everybody 
makes the varsity squad, and 
everybody’s in the starting line-
up. That camaraderie contrib-
utes to the most amazing sense 
of community that I’ve ever 
seen.”

McMahon has made a point 
of giving students opportu-
nities to define that culture 

themselves. During summer 
band camp, they give short 
“culture talks” to their peers 
about issues of importance to 
them. For McMahon, those 
conversations are part of 
building student leaders, not 
simply teaching students how 
to perform.

“We need every member 
to feel they’re a part of it and 
contributing meaningfully — 
because they truly are,” he said.

The band will have several 
opportunities this fall to put 
that philosophy — and their 
show — on display:  the inau-
gural Harrisburg Marching 

Band: New trailer accomodates bigger show
Continued from page 1
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Some of the gear the BHS marching band will haul in its refurbished trailer when it travels to shows this fall.

See BAND, page 12


