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Jack Thill, whose agribusi-
ness career spans more than six 
decades, received the Lifetime 
Achievement Award and eight 
members were elected to the 
Board of Directors at the Cham-
ber’s annual Fall Meeting, 
Wed., Oct. 14 at the Austin 
Country Club. About 80 mem-
bers were in attendance. 

The Board oversees all 
Chamber operations and is the 
organization’s chief policy-
making body. Those elected 
will serve three year terms, be-
ginning January 1, 2010. They 
include: 

· Dick McIntosh, Arizona Cleaning Company, second 
term; 

· Tom Sherman, Usem, Inc., second term (and president-
elect); 

· Gail Dennison, The Hormel Institute, second term; 
· Marlene Blaser, Quiznos, first term; 
· Mel Gilbertson, Quality Pork Processors, first term 
· Sam Ewing, Astrup Drug, first term; 
· Kim Pelzel, LarsonAllen, first term, and  
· Barry Irish, Sterling State Bank, first term. 
Thill, owner of Tradexpos, Inc., represents the eighth mem-

ber to receive the Lifetime Achievement Award, which is pre-
sented by the Board of Directors in recognition of outstanding 
business accomplishments and service to the community. The 
award was established in 2002 as a means of recognizing the 
contributions business leaders make to the community and our 
local economy. 

Chuck Wilson, Thill’s longtime friend and the first to re-
ceive the award in 2002 made the presentation.  

Thill , 85, grew up on the family farm near Rose Creek. He 
never liked farming and planned to enter law school after serv-
ing in the U.S. Navy during World War II. But a chance en-
counter on Austin’s Main Street changed his life’s direction 
forever. 

“I met Elizabeth outside an ice cream store in downtown 
Austin,” Thill recalled. “After our second date I told a friend 
that’s the girl I’m going to marry. I was nuts about her; still am. 
So I decided to skip school, marry her and go into the imple-
ment business.” 

Thill’s father, John, farmed and operated a small implement 

business in downtown Rose Creek. Jack signed on as a sales-
man, and soon found he was good at it. 

“He founded the business under a tree,” Jack said of his fa-
ther’s business. “Really, he didn’t own a building at first. And 
the business was still pretty small when I started.” 

But Jack was good at sales and as the business grew, he and 
his brother took over operations. Their partnership lasted until 
1971 when Jack took sole control of Thill Implement and his 
brother returned to farming.  

“We were getting big and my brother wasn’t interested in 
investing in a new building,” explained Thill. “So I gave him an 
option, and he decided to stick with farming. Three years later, 
we moved into a brand new building. It was big for the time, 
state of art, built for the future. Some said it was too big, but the 
equipment was getting bigger and it had to be. It cost me 
$350,000 and it was paid for in five years.” 

Thill Implement sold Minneapolis-Moline and Oliver farm 
equipment, and Jack opened a second business, Thill Construc-
tion, to build Behlen grain bins. Sales “grew and grew,” and at 
its peak, Thill employed 56 people. But the booming farm econ-
omy of the 1970s turned bust in the 1980s as interest rates 
soared and farm prices fell. At its peak, interest on dealer floor 
plans reached 25 percent.  

“That’s all it took. You just couldn’t make it at that interest 
rate,” Thill noted. “My dad always taught me that things were 
going to change, whether you liked it or not, and to be ready.” 

Thill closed his dealership in 1980, leasing his facility to 
Massey-Ferguson. He went to work arranging inventory reduc-
tion auctions for dealers struggling with the economy. 

“It was hard,” said Thill. “The entire industry had changed 
dramatically. Farmers and dealers were going broke. Some were 
committing suicide. I tried to encourage dealers that it was bet-
ter to get what you could get rather than go belly-up.” 

Thill’s connections in agribusiness helped him succeed and 
later led to an entirely new business venture. Tom Martin, an 
Austin businessman, suggested he should take a trip to Illinois 
and consider setting up a farm show.  

“I had never had anything to do with farm shows, bit it did-
n’t take me long to catch on,” said Thill. He decided on Peoria, 
and with John Riles and Martin as partners formed Midwest 
Shows. The show was an immediate success, but four years 
later Thill decided to go on his own. Riles stayed with Midwest 
Shows and Thill formed Tradexpos. 

“I decided it was best for us both to be on our own,” recalled 
Thill. “John continued with the Peoria show and I opened one in 
Fort Wayne, Ind. It’s grown into one of the top indoor shows in 
the U.S.” 

Thill continued on page 2 

JACK THILL 
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Jeff Kritzer, 2009  President Baudler, Baudler, Maus & Blahnik, LLP 
Tom Sherman, First Vice President USEM, Inc. 
Jan O’Connor, Vice President MJ O’Connor, Inc.  
David Olson, Vice President Apollo Liquor and Superette 
Aaron Keenan, Vice President Austin Medical Center-Mayo Health System 
Mark Coffey Hormel Foods Corporation 
Gail Dennison Hormel Institute-University of Minnesota 
Ralph Donkers Donkers’ Hometown Appliances 
Steve Gleason US Bank 
Todd Hepler Hy-Vee Food Store 
Dick McIntosh Arizona Cleaning Company 
Jim Stough Worlein Funeral Home 
Cheryl Corey, CVB  Austin Convention & Visitors Bureau 
John Garry, DCA  Development Corporation of Austin 
Dr. Ron Langrell Riverland Community College 
Brian McAlister City of Austin 
David Krenz Austin Public Schools 

Staff 
Sandy Forstner, Executive Director     execdir@austincoc.com 
Valerie Schewe, Bookkeeper admin@austincoc.com 
LaVonne Rushton, Administrative Assistant chamber@austincoc.com 

Chamber Office Phone:  507-437-4561  Fax:  507-437-4869 
Web site: austincoc.com 
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Thill later added others and today organizes shows in Fort 
Wayne, Topeka, Minneapolis and Wichita.  

“Jack is probably one of the best business people I’ve ever 
known, particularly in the area of customer service,” said Fred 
Cline, who joined Tradexpos 16 years ago. “He basically took 
the approach he had learned in a small town implement dealer-
ship and transferred it to the trade show business. He’s one of 
the best PR guys around.”  

Cline is one of five current Tradexpos employees. Steve 
Guenthner has worked for Thill for 18 years; Jeanne Arnold for 
20 years; and Debbie Golberg for the past five years. 

“I’ve had wonderful employees to work with throughout my 
life,” Thill noted. “But it’s not by accident. I have to have peo-
ple working with me that we’re all comfortable with. We’re a 
team.” 

That emphasis on teamwork extends to the community. 
Thill has always believed in promoting the community, and that 
includes all of Mower County. He served three terms as Mayor 
Rose Creek, and has been a member of the Chamber and the 
Rotary in Austin for decades. His office is in Austin, but his 
home remains in Rose Creek, where he continues to work on 
his second residential development. 

That development is where Austin Medical Center Vice 
President Rod Nordeng got a taste of what it’s like to do busi-

ness with Thill. 
“Jack sold us our house in Rose Creek on a handshake,” 

said Nordeng. “He could have sold it a couple days later to 
someone else for more money; we had not signed any papers. 
But he didn’t. He kept his word to us. To him a deal is a deal, 
and a handshake is all you need.” 

At age 85, Thill has no plans to retire. He enjoys his work, 
the people he works with, and most importantly, the customers 
he meets and serves. 

“I’ll retire when I die,” said Thill. “I like people. I like what 
we’re doing, and I’m still looking toward the future. There are 
so many wonderful people in this world that you meet through 
business. It’s fun, and you learn so much from them. You never 
want to stop doing that.”  
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DIRECTORS ELECTED at the Fall Meeting, from left, 
Mel Gilbertson, Kim Pelzel, Tom Sherman, Marlene Blaser, 
Barry Irish, Gail Dennison, Sam Ewing and Dick McIntosh. 



The third edition of the Chamber’s popular community pro-
file magazine, “Austin Someplace Special,” is scheduled for 
release next April. It’s been about five years since the last edi-
tion went to press under the guidance of our Community Recep-
tionist Committee. The magazine is a stylish and colorful means 
of promoting our community, and has proven immensely popu-
lar with human resource departments and realtors.  

The magazine features major sectors of our community — 
Education, Health, Retail, Business & Industry, Sports & Rec-
reation, Residential Living, Government and Arts & Entertain-
ment — with both photos (over 150 in all) and text. It show-
cases the best our community has to offer with an emphasis on 
the people who make our community “someplace special.” 

Unlike many communities, all the work — including photos, 
text, design and printing — are produced right here in Austin. 
That’s made possible, of course, through the work of some dedi-
cated committee members, outstanding photographers and a  
professional design and print team from Smyth Companies. 

April may seem like a long ways off, but the committee has 
already begun the process of editing photos and considering 
design options. A separate subcommittee has begun contacting 
prospective advertisers. If you would like to have your business 
included, give the Chamber a call and we’ll have a volunteer 
contact you. Advertising costs have been reduced from previous 
editions and the investment will help you showcase your busi- 

 

ness to new and prospective residents for years to come. 
Jerry Wolesky has been chair of the Community Reception-

ist Committee since the first edition went to press in 1999 
(thanks, Jerry!). Others on the committee include Dick 
McIntosh, John Donahue, John Garry, Jana Gray, Tami Yokiel, 
John Morrison, Nancy Ulwelling, Jon Boyer and Troy Doyle.   

* * *  
Congratulations are in order for Jack Thill, who was hon-

ored by our Board of Directors with the Lifetime Achievement 
Award. I had the privilege of visiting with Jack about his busi-
ness career for the story that is printed on page 1. Business own-
ers, such as Jack, are unique in that they are continually re-
inventing themselves, adjusting to change. 

At the end of our meeting, I asked him for any advice he 
might have for new business owners or those contemplating 
going into business. He suggested: 

“You have to have a certain amount of optimism. Know 
your business and survey your market area. Find out if there is 
potential to succeed. Then go after it. You’re on your own, and 
it can be very satisfying. But always remember the customer is 
king!” 
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A NEW “WELCOME TO AUSTIN” folder was redesigned 
and printed, this spring, and is now available to all mem-
bers. A similar design will be used for the cover of the third 
edition of the “Someplace Special” magazine, schedule for 
release in April 2010. 



    Doug Loon, Vice President of Regional 
Affairs for the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 
will discuss federal issues with Chamber 
members at luncheon scheduled for 12-Noon 
Thursday, Nov. 5 in the Town Center Con-
ference Room. The main topic will be health 
care and the Chamber’s recent report titled 
“A Primer on Employer and Employee Issues 
in the House Health Care Reform Legisla-
tion.” 
    The U.S. Chamber is the leading advocate 

for business at the federal level. They support reforming the 
existing health system and oppose a costly government takeover 
of health care. They suggest a 3-pronged approach to reform: 

1. Get costs under control by reforming medical liability, 
rewarding wellness and prevention, improving health 
information technology and providing tax parity 
(deductibility) for all individuals and businesses. 

2. Reform the insurance system by guaranteeing and re-
quiring coverage for all individuals, regardless of pre-
existing conditions, placing reasonable limits on rating 
differences, subsidizing those who cannot afford cover-
age and requiring everyone to obtain coverage.  

3. Creating a vibrant market place that facilitates improved 
pooling mechanisms, choice and competition. 

To register for the luncheon, call the Chamber at 437-4561. 
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As a member of the 

Austin Area 
Chamber  

Of Commerce 
 

YOU’LL SAVE 

BIG! 

 

AN ADDED MEMBER BENEFIT  
     We are pleased to offer special  

discount rates from Auto-Owners 

Insurance Company on business  

insurance — to members of company 

approved organizations like yours! 

     Fast, fair and efficient service — from 

The “No Problem” People®. 

 

CALL TODAY AND SEE 

HOW YOU’LL SAVE! 

 

David L. Reynen, CPCU �  Eric Connett, agent �  Bob Hoeg, agent 
012�.�������������		�� ����������(���	�31,4-2,4-312� �������" ������.�335+0� ������������67�31,4-2,4-318  

NEW MEMBER. Chamber Ambassadors welcomed  
Edward Jones Financial Advisor Jeremiah Johnson to the 
Chamber with a ribbon cutting ceremony,  Sept. 20.  
Johnson transferred to Austin from Rochester, taking over 
the office previously operated by Nathan Birchler at 908 
12th Street SW (Edina Realty building). 
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October 
Thurs. Oct 15 7:30 Festival Meeting @ Town     
    Center Conference Room 
  11:30 HR Directors @ Eagles  
Wed. Oct 21 11:00 Board Retreat @ The Hormel 
    Institute 
  5:30 Meat Board Sales @ Eagles 
Thurs. Oct 30 12:00 Community Receptionist @ 
    Chamber 

November 
Tues. Nov 3 8:00 Gov’t Affairs @ Chamber 
Wed. Nov 4 7:30 Ambassador Executive @  
    Jerry’s Other Place 
  12:00 Executive Board  @ Chamber 
   4:30 Business Ed @ Chamber 
   5:30 Meat Board Sales @ Eagles 
Thurs. Nov. 5 12:00 Meeting with Doug Loon, US 
    Chamber @ Town Center 
Tues. Nov 10 5:00 Business After Hours  @  
    Hormel Historic Home hosted 
    by Austin Post Bulletin  
Wed. Nov 11 7:30 Ambassadors @ Perkins  
Thurs. Nov 12 7:30 Leadership Austin @ Austin
    Municipal Building 
  8:30 Ribbon Cutting @ Hormel
    Historic Home  
Sun. Nov 15 1:30 Richard Knowlton Celebration 
     @ Hormel Historic Home 
Wed. Nov 18 7:00 Board of Directors & Liaisons
    @ Town Center Conference 

Welcome New Members! 
Lewis Painting, LLC 438-5714 

433-0025 
Darren Lewis offers professional painting, texturing and 
taping service for both home and business. He has over 
15 years experience. 
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DISTINGUISHED ALUMNI. The Austin High School 
Alumni Association recognized a pair of distinguished 
alumni during Homecoming Week. Chamber Ambassadors 
presented them with plaques, Friday, in recognition of the 
honor. Pictured with Ambassadors were Dr. Rhonda Mont-
gomery, center left, and Paul Erickson, center right. Dr. 
Montgomery, Class of 1968, is an internationally-known 
scholar on aging from the University of Wisconsin in Mil-
waukee. Erickson, Class of 1974, is Chief Operating Officer 
for the U.S. Government Printing Office in Washington.  
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Held the 2nd Tuesday of every month 

December 8 Holiday Inn Austin 
January 12 Healing Palms Spa  
  & Steve’s Pizza 
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continued from page 8 
said their income and sales taxes paid to 
fund state government were achieving their 
expected results. 

The message is clear than Minnesotans 
demand greater value from their tax dollars. 
Coupled with the prospects of another big-
time budget shortfall, the Minnesota Cham-
ber is committed to researching and for-
warding significant spending reform and 
taxing reform packages for consideration 
by the 2010 Legislature. We also intend to 
offer an orderly process for reviewing ex-
penses and income in order to avoid the 
11th-hour train wreck which has become all 
too familiar in recent years. 

It’s easy to criticize and is always more 
difficult to offer solutions. The Minnesota 
Chamber is committed to advancing a con-
structive debate on the state budget in 2010. 
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Whatever your vision of retirement looks like, you'll have 
many options. Although some of those options may be 
complex, deciding to consolidate your  
accounts is easy. 
 
With all your retirement money in one place, it can be 
easier to make sure your financial strategy is on track. 
 
 

To learn how consolidating your accounts to Edward 
Jones could help give you the retirement you want,  
call today. We’ll meet with you face to face to help you 
achieve your financial goals.  
 

 
 

-Mower Cooperative Services observed nine consecutive years of accident free 
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Christmas in 
the City 

 

Kickoff &  
Lighting Ceremony  

Downtown 
Friday, Nov. 27 

6-8 p.m. 
— 

Christmas  
in the Northwest 
18th Avenue Area 
Tuesday, Dec. 1 
4:30-7:30 p.m. 

— 
Sterling Christmas 

Sterling Shopping Center 
Thursday, Dec. 3 
4:30-7:30 p.m. 
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The Chamber’s Human Resources Committee will host an informational lunch-
eon on Myths and Realities of an Aging Workforce,  11:30 a.m.—1 p.m. Thursday, 
Nov. 19 at the Eagles. Speaking will be Michele Kimball, State Director of AARP 
Minnesota, and LaRhae Grindal Knatterud, Director of Aging Transformation for 
the Minnesota Department of Human Services. 

Knatterud serves as staff leader for the department’s Transform 2010, a project 
to prepare Minnesota for the impending permanent age shifts. Past work includes 
leading Project 2030, an effort within the state to identify the impacts of Minne-
sota’s aging population. She also was co-author of a 2005 Legislative report called 
“Financing Long-Term Care for Minnesota Baby Boomers.” 

Kimball leads AARP’s advocacy, education and volunteer engagement initia-
tives. Before establishing AARP’s first state office in Minnesota in 2001, she 
served on the organization’s Federal Affairs Health Team working with the US 
Congress and the Administration on issues pertaining to Medicare and Health Care 
Reform. 

Cost of the luncheon is $15. To register call the Chamber at 437-4561. 
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Joe Swedberg received the Spirit of Minnesota Award for his exem-
plary statewide leadership September 11 at the Minnesota Chamber of 
Commerce’s annual meeting. He is vice president of legislative affairs 
for Hormel Foods Corporation in Austin.  

“Volunteers have been keeping the Chamber going for the past 100 
years,” said Ginny Morris, president of Hubbard Radio, Twin Cities, 
and outgoing chair of the Minnesota Chamber Board. “Joe is the con-
summate volunteer. He has been an active participant in almost every 
Chamber event.”  

Swedberg, chair of the Minnesota Chamber Board in 2005-2006, 
was a key leader in the development of a new Chamber brand and has 
shown a constant commitment to building membership. 
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Human Resource Executive®, the leading HR busi-
ness magazine, named Chris Picha, Director of Human 
Resources at Austin Public Schools, to its HR Honor 
Roll. Picha, who has served Austin Public Schools since 
2002, is a member of the Chamber’s Human Resources 
Committee. 
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    Riverland Community College Farm Business Man-
agement Instructor Gary Thome was named Minnesota 
Outstanding Ag Educator for 2009-2010.  The Out-
standing Ag Ed Teacher Award is an award that distin-
guishes NAAE members who are at the pinnacle of 
their profession-those who are conducting the highest 
quality agricultural education programs. The award 
recognizes leadership in civic, community, agriculture/
agribusiness and professional activities. Thome has 
been teaching farm business management for more than 
35 years, the past 21 years for Riverland. 
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Workforce Development, Inc is once again ready to identify the Best 

Places To Work in Southeast Minnesota. The Best Places To Work is a 
national program that recognizes the best employers in local communi-
ties.  Workforce Development, Inc. wants to survey companies within 
Freeborn, Mower, Rice, Steele, Goodhue, Olmstead, Houston, Dodge, 
Fillmore and Wabasha Counties to identify the Best Places To Work in 
Southeast Minnesota.  This is the second year in a row that Workforce 
Development, Inc. has sponsored this program for Southeast Minnesota.  

Workforce Development, Inc. will be recognizing employers in two 
size categories: Companies with 100 employees or less and companies 
with more than 100 employees. 

The application deadline for the Best Places To Work is October 
31st.  Those wishing to participate may go directly to 
www.personneldynamics.net/survey.asp or contact Jakki Trihey, Work-
force Development Inc. at 507-529-2701.   

 

THOME 

PICHA 



 

 Most Minnesota businesses are optimistic about the future 
despite the toll of the recession. Equally important, they em-
phasize that a friendlier tax policy is integral to speeding up 
the state’s economic recovery. 

 Reducing the tax burden, as well as receiving greater 
value for taxes, are longstanding priorities of the Minnesota 
Chamber of Commerce. This year the message is even 
stronger among employers and employees alike. 

The findings of two statewide polls recently commis-
sioned by the Minnesota Chamber underscore the urgency for 
policy-makers to take action. The surveys were taken as Min-
nesota and the nation are climbing out of a recession, and the 
2010 Legislature is ready to wrestle with another multibillion-
dollar shortfall in the general fund.  

These polls are in addition to the annual survey of our own 
members. Once again, we have reinforcement that the Minne-
sota Chamber priorities fundamentally reflect the concerns of 
Minnesotans. 

 Taxes are the No. 1 barrier to businesses investing in 
Minnesota, and taxes are the issue business believes the Leg-

islature needs to address, according to a survey of the general 
statewide business community – Chamber and non-Chamber 
members. More than 60 percent of the respondents cited high 
taxes as the biggest barrier to creating jobs in Minnesota; no 
other factor hit double digits. 

The business tax burden, especially property taxes, has 
been increasing – even during the recession. More than 40 
percent of those surveyed said taxes were a greater burden 
than five years ago. Nearly 60 percent reported a growing tax 
burden and not a single business among more than 350 sur-
veyed reported lower taxes. 

The anti-tax message resonates as well with the general 
public. The majority of respondents in a separate statewide 
poll said state government should not raise taxes, and nearly 
two-thirds advocated cutting overall government spending to 
balance the state budget. 
Equally revealing in this poll of the citizenry is that Minneso-
tans gave poor marks for the return on their investment (read: 
taxes), and the sentiment was uniform across all levels of gov-
ernment. Cities fared the best among local government units 
when respondents were asked whether property taxes were 
delivering their desired results, and still only 50 percent ap-
proved. Respective numbers for school board and county gov-
ernment were 46 percent and 43 percent. Only 29 percent 

OLSON continued on page 6 
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