
By Paxten Wahlund 
Perhaps of interest to Walsh Coun-

ty residents is a fact from a 2025 
North Dakota Health Department re-
port: The state ranks highest in the 
country in number of bars per person. 
That might 
link to easy 
access to the 
regular use of 
alcohol. 

In some 
situations, al-
cohol use is a 
way to un-
wind and to 
celebrate special occasions. Some-
times it’s used to handle stress, sad-
ness, or anger. For some, alcohol use 
is even a way to tame down feelings 
of guilt or shame. Whatever the rea-
son for using alcohol, doctors also 
know that for many people, too 
much alcohol can cause liver, heart 
and other physical problems.  

When alcohol consumption caus-
es liver, heart, and physical problems 
— or interferes with job duties or per-
sonal relationships — healthcare 
providers refer to this amount of al-
cohol use as alcohol use disorder 
(AUD). How does alcohol misuse 

happen? Science shows that in ad-
dition to hitting the cells of the liver 
and heart, AUD involves powerful 
changes in brain chemistry that make 
it hard for the brain to resist the pos-
itive feelings that alcohol creates.  Ad-
ditionally, these brain changes are so 
strong that just having the desire to 
stop drinking doesn’t always work. 
For people wanting to cut back or 
who want to just quit alcohol alto-
gether— or who’ve tried, were un-
successful, but want to try again — 
doctors and AUD treatment experts 
make several suggestions: medica-
tions and counseling. 

When it comes to the options of 
medications and counseling for 
AUD, experts also suggest thinking 
of AUD like diabetes. For a diabet-
ic, willpower alone can’t lower blood 
sugar. The medication insulin is 
needed. The same is often the case for 
someone with AUD. Willpower 
alone is usually not enough. Med-
ications are sometimes needed. Also, 
diabetics will consult with a dietician 
or nutritionists because these health-
care providers have advice on how 
to influence blood sugar by eating 
right. Similarly, professional advice 
from AUD counselors helps influence 

alcohol consumption. 
One medication that is available 

for AUD is naltrexone. Taken as a pill 
every day or given monthly by in-
jection, it can help dull the good feel-
ing some people feel when they 
drink alcohol. Other medications 
that work on other areas of brain 
chemistry are also available.  

Medications alone might be a 
good approach for some, but AUD 
experts suggest that medications 
work best when partnered with an 
AUD counselor’s advice -- very 
much like diabetics pairing their in-
sulin use with getting advice about 
their diets. Although AUD counsel-
ing might seem an awkward step for 
some people, others find it helpful be-
cause talking with a counselor helps 
uncover links to why someone con-
sumes too much alcohol. Coun-
selors will also offer stress manage-
ment strategies that can help avoid 
leaning on alcohol. 

No matter the option chosen, for 
those who’ve made the decision to 
lower alcohol consumption, AUD ex-
perts advise that checking in with a 
healthcare provider is important be-
cause stopping regular heavy alcohol 
use can trigger serious and even 

life-threatening withdrawal symp-
toms. 

To wrap up, for any North
Dakotan — or for any North Dakotan 
who’s a concerned friend or family 
member: If AUD might be present, 
don't hesitate to reach out to a health-
care provider to discuss medication, 
counseling, or a combination of 
both. There are ways to support in-
dividuals on a journey to AUD re-
covery. 

Paxten Wahlund is a third-year 
medical student at the University of 
North Dakota School of Medicine & 
Health Sciences. As a participant in 
patient care experiences offered in 
Park River, Wahlund also chose to 
participate in the Targeted Rural 
Health Education program, or
TRHE. The program focuses on 
teaching student doctors the impor-
tance of rural newspapers as a way 
to share health information with 
their rural community. The infor-
mation is not for diagnosis or treat-
ment and should not be used in 
place of previous medical advice pro-
vided by a licensed practitioner.
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GRAFTON, N.D. – Quit Week 
returns to North Dakota June 8–14, 
2025, and Walsh County Health 
District (WCHD) is joining statewide 
partners in encouraging residents to 
take action to quit smoking, vapes, 
chew, or nicotine pouches. Now in its 
sixth year, this statewide initiative is 
a collaborative effort between To-
bacco Free North Dakota, North 
Dakota Health and Human Services, 
and WCHD to help North Dakotans 
begin their journey to become to-
bacco-free. 

Throughout the week, individuals 
are encouraged to set a quit date and 
access the resources available to 
help them succeed. Whether you're 
trying to stop smoking, quit vapes, 
chew, or nicotine pouches, support is 
available through NDQuits, health-
care providers, pharmacists, and 
WCHD. Personalized coaching, quit 
planning, and free nicotine replace-
ment therapy – such as patches, 
gum, or lozenges – are available for 
those who qualify. WCHD will re-
fund Walsh County residents up to 
$200/year for medications used to 
help them quit. 

“Quitting tobacco isn’t easy, but 

every try gets you closer to a health-
ier you,” said Joelle Schmuck, RN, 
with WCHD “Quit Week is a great 
time to remember that you don’t have 
to do it alone—there’s help, support, 
and tools ready whenever you’re 
ready to take that next step.” 

Tobacco use remains the leading 
cause of preventable death in North 
Dakota, contributing to roughly 
1,000 deaths each year and driving 
more than $379 million in healthcare 
costs. Products like cigarettes, vapes, 
chew, and nicotine pouches can lead 
to serious health issues, including can-
cer, heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and 
chronic respiratory conditions. 

Still, 15% of adults in North 
Dakota continue to smoke, under-
scoring the need for ongoing com-
munity efforts. With strong support 
from WCHD, Tobacco Free North 
Dakota, and NDQuits, progress is be-
ing made to help individuals break 
free from nicotine addiction and 
move toward healthier lives.  

To learn more or start your quit 
journey, contact WCHD at 701-
352-5139 or visit NDQuits at 
hhs.nd.gov/ndquits or call 1-800-
QUIT-NOW.

It’s Quitting Time  
in North Dakota: 
Local public health 

encourages residents to 
take the first step 
toward a healthier 
future starting now

 By Clara Kjelland 
of The Press 

Can you tell me a little bit about yourself and 
what led you to join the American Legion Aux-
iliary? 

My name is Susan Degner. I first moved to 
North Dakota in August 1995 as my then-husband 
was being transferred to Grand Forks AFB as a mis-
sileer. His next assignment was Cavalier Air Force 
Station in 1998. We intended to retire here, and 
bought our house in Park River in May of that year. 
As a 446th Missileer, he was through Park River 
every three days on his way to work. He had fall-
en in love with the town. The day we picked out 
our house was my first time here. I joined the Amer-
ican Legion Auxiliary at the invitation of my then-
boss, Laurie Larson. I was a military child, and then 
a military wife. The American Legion Auxiliary 
is part of the American Legion family, which is the 
largest veterans service organization in the nation. 

 
What roles and responsibilities do you have 

within your roles in the American Legion 
Auxiliary?  

I am treasurer for my Unit #147 as well as serv-
ing on the Scholarship Committee, Constitution 
and By-Laws, and Poppy Poster Program. Last 
year, I was elected as the treasurer for the Amer-

ican Legion Auxiliary Department of North 
Dakota. So, in that role, I take care of all financial 
matters for the Department. 

 
What kind of impacts do you see the Amer-

ican Legion Auxiliary having on our commu-
nity?  

Our Unit is very active in the community. We 
award up to $2000 in college scholarships every 
year, coordinate the annual Memorial Day program, 

and march/ride in the 4th of July parade with guests 
from the District and Department. The Auxiliary 
also sends outstanding high school girls from the 
Junior class to Girls State.  We make many cash 
donations to the community for various events and 
projects including Giving Hearts Day, the Spring 
Extravaganza, and we covered the cost of the play-
ground at the Sports Complex. We have also do-
nated to ND/MN Honor Flight, and several vet-
erans from our community have been able to go 
on that trip. Our focus in the community is on our 
veterans and youth. 

 
What can people do to help support the 

American Legion Auxiliary?  
Come join us! Eligibility requirements vary on 

whether the veteran you are related to is a mem-
ber of the American Legion (if living), or if they 
are deceased, you can join without them having 
been a member. Male spouses of female veterans 
are also eligible. Female veterans are dual eligi-
ble for both the Legion and the Auxiliary. You can 
also donate to us each May when we distribute pop-
pies door-to-door, or at your local businesses and 
churches.  

 
What is your favorite part of living in 

Walsh County? The people, the open, endless sky, 
and the weather (yes—really). 

People in your Neighborhood: Susan Degner proud to 
serve as a member of the American Legion Auxiliary

Area Voices: Letters to the Editor, Opinion, Guest Editorials Commentary

Park River American Legion Auxiliary 
Unit 147 installs new officers 
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PARK RIVER, N.D. — The 
Park River Unit 147 of the 
American Legion Auxiliary re-
cently held its annual officer in-
stallation for the upcoming year. 
On May 6, Past President Lau-

rie Larson installed the newly in-
stalled officers. The officers are 
as follows: 

• Marquita Novak, President 
and Membership Chair 

• Larissa Schmitz, Vice Pres-

ident 
• Katie Thompson, Secretary 
• Susan Degner, Treasurer 
• Sheree Anderson, Sergeant-

at-Arms 
• Audrey Johnson, Historian 

• Karyn Dobmeier, Chaplain 
These dedicated individuals 

will lead the unit in supporting 
veterans, military families, and 
community initiatives through-
out the coming year. 

Pictured from left to right are Karyn Dobmeier, Sheree Anderson, Audrey Johnson, Marquita Novak, Larissa Schmitz, Katie Thompson, 
and Susan Degner.

FCHC AUXILIARY FROM PAGE 1
According to Development Di-

rector Mike Helt, it is through events 
like this that the Auxiliary has been 
able to give back $500,000 to the hos-
pital in various donations, for which 
they are extremely grateful. 

Diane said there’s no way to track 
the total number of towels she’s 
worked on over the years. 

“At one time, one year, we went 
through 2,000 dish towels,” she said. 

What she enjoyed most about 
being a member of the Auxiliary — 
including a long run as president — 
was the camaraderie among the 

women who were involved. 
Diane remembers the years when 

the hospital was under threat of clo-
sure, and how the community stepped 
up to support it during those tough 
times. 

She hopes that others in the com-
munity will step up to join the First 
Care Health Center Auxiliary’s efforts, 
whatever that may look like. 

Now at 213 North Dakota designs 
and counting, Diane knows she may 
not be able to make dish towels to sup-
port the hospital forever — but she’ll 
keep going for as long as she can. 

DAKOTA DATEBOOK FROM PAGE 4
train. The businessmen hoped to 
drum up interest in what Duluth had 
to offer. They were giving out sou-
venirs and promotional materials. 
They planned a parade headed by a 
band. It all made for a week of ex-
citement and spectacle in Fargo on this 
first week of June in 1913. 

By Carole Butcher 
 

Buying Absaraka 
June 4, 2025 – As rural populations 

have dwindled in the 21st century, re-
ports of entire towns for sale have 
tempted people with utopian ideas and 
deep pockets. In the past five years, the 
towns of Swett and Scenic, South 
Dakota were both up for sale for a few 
hundred thousand dollars each. In 
2013, the lone resident of Buford, 
Wyoming sold the town for just un-
der a million dollars. 

On this date in 1917, the Bismar-
ck Tribune reported that two pieces of 
property had recently changed hands. 
George W. Humphrey had traveled 
through Absaraka, North Dakota, 
and he liked the town so much he 
made a deal to trade his farm near Pin-
gree, North Dakota for the entire 
town, all land and buildings included. 

Absaraka had been established 
along the Great Northern railroad in 
1882, Eben Chaffee developed the 
town to support the workers and 
business operations of his bonanza 
farm. Chaffee's Amenia and Sharon 
Land Company put up houses, an el-

evator, and commercial buildings. 
Unfortunately, by the time Humphrey 
offered to trade for the town, the largest 
of the bonanza farms were shrinking, 
and the small towns that had benefit-
ed from the bonanza days were feel-
ing the impact. 

George Humphrey's utopian fan-
tasies of buying an entire town and rul-
ing it like Czar Nicholas, as the Trib-
une article speculated, failed to come 
together. The Cass County Register of 
Deeds has no record of Absaraka trans-
ferring to Mr. Humphreys. 

However, for most of the early 20th 
century, there actually had been a sin-
gle majority owner of the town. 
William Staples founded Absaraka’s 
first general store in the late 1890s, but 
by 1912 he had expanded to also own 
the elevator, lumber yard, and coal 
business. When Staples retired, most 
of his assets were sold to Nils Nilson, 
who added more businesses and 
buildings, including a blacksmith 
shop and one of the first automobile 
dealerships in North Dakota. 

Today, although much smaller 
than when Staples or Nilson owned the 
town, Absaraka is still on the map, a 
handful of houses along the railroad 
tracks in central Cass County. 

By Derek Dahlsad  
 
“Dakota Datebook” is a radio series from 

Prairie Public in partnership with the State Historical 
Society of North Dakota and with funding from Hu-
manities North Dakota. See all the Dakota Datebooks 
at prairiepublic.org, subscribe to the “Dakota 
Datebook” podcast, or buy the Dakota Datebook 
book at shopprairiepublic.org.

Targeted Rural Health Education program: Reducing Alcohol 
Consumption Takes More Than Just Willpower

PRAIRIE FARE FROM PAGE 4
the “All About Beans” handout. 
Here’s one of the popular recipes from 
the cookbook: 

 
Black Bean Brownies 
1 (15.5-ounce) can black beans, 

drained and rinsed 
3 eggs 
3 tablespoons vegetable oil 
¼ cup cocoa powder 
1 pinch salt 
1 teaspoon vanilla extract 
¾ cup white sugar 
1 teaspoon instant coffee (optional) 
½ cup semisweet chocolate chips 
Preheat oven to 350 F. Lightly 

grease an 8-by-8-inch baking dish. 
Combine all ingredients except choco-
late chips in a blender; blend until 
smooth; pour mixture into prepared 
baking dish. Sprinkle with chocolate 
chips. Bake in preheated oven until the 
top is dry and sides start to pull 
away from the baking dish, about 30 
minutes. 

Makes 16 servings. Each serving 
has 140 calories, 6 grams (g) fat, 3 g 
protein, 20 g carbohydrate and 105 
milligrams sodium. 

 
Julie Garden-Robinson, Ph.D., R.D., L.R.D., is 

a North Dakota State University Extension food and 
nutrition specialist and professor in the Department 
of Health, Nutrition and Exercise Sciences.


