
 By Ricardo Alonso-
Zaldivar
Associated Press

WASHINGTON — The 
health care law has opened 
up an unusual opportunity 
for some mothers-to-be to 
save on medical bills for 
childbirth.

Lower-income women 
who signed up for a private 
policy in the new insur-
ance exchanges will have 
access to additional cover-
age from their state’s Med-
icaid program if they get 
pregnant. Some women 
could save hundreds of 
dollars on their share of 
hospital and doctor bills.

Medicaid already pays 
for nearly half of U.S. 
births, but this would cre-
ate a way for the safety-net 
program to supplement 
private insurance for 
many expectant mothers.

Officials and advocates 
say the enhanced coverage 
will be available across 
the country, whether 
or not a state expands 
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homeless
 Editor’s note: This is the first of 

a two-part series about Eau Claire’s 
homeless population. The next part, 
which will appear in the Sunday, 
May 18, Leader-Telegram, will exam-
ine the growing number of homeless 
people calling Eau Claire home and 
what that means for the community.  
By Julian Emerson
Leader-Telegram staff

T
hey appeared one by one, like 
ghosts emerging from the 
darkness, the frosty white 

puffs of breath emanating from 
their mouths testament to the sub-
zero air around them.

Shortly before 6:30 p.m. on a frigid 
night just before Christmas, a heavy-
set man wearing a worn, dirty tan 
coat, a stocking cap smudged with 
oil or grease or God knows what and 
jeans badly frayed at the bottom of 
each leg appeared outside Sojourner 
House, a downtown Eau Claire 
homeless shelter at 618 S. Barstow St.

A moment later a tall, thin man 
lugging a backpack stuffed with his 
few belongings, half-lit by the yel-
low-orange haze of a nearby street-
light, showed up in front of the 
shelter. He was followed by a man 
donning only a drab gray sweat-
shirt, thread-bare pants with a hole 
in the right knee and light-brown 
work boots, untied laces dragging 
on the snowy sidewalk. A dishev-
eled-looking woman bundled 
against the cold ambled awkwardly 
in their wake, her scraggly gray-
blond shoulder-length hair partly 
covered by a multicolored hat and 
a tattered secondhand scarf that 
had seen too many winters.

Others joined this small crowd, 
one by one. At 6:50 p.m. they hud-
dled in a group of about 20, shield-
ing each other from the biting 
wind, eagerly hoping for one of the 
coveted spots inside the shelter. 
The cigarettes many smoked lit the 
dark like tiny orange stars. 

Two hours earlier, when the tem-
perature was slightly warmer, a 
group of Christmas carolers sang 
holiday music in a park across the 
street from the shelter amid spar-
kling lights that adorned the park’s 
trees. 

This group in front of the shelter 
seemed a world apart from that joy-
ous scene. Their faces depicted the 
rough lives they’ve lived, each line 
and groove and scar and missing 
tooth a road map of difficulties past.

Firsthand accounts from those
who have fallen on hard times
in Eau Claire shed light on the

challenges faced by the ...

Staff photos by Marisa Wojcik

Top: Ralph Dash sorts his belongings at Eau Claire’s Sojourner House shelter. 
Above: An elderly woman seeks protection under a blanket on a cold February 
night in front of Sojourner House, her pass into the shelter clenched in her mouth. 
Below: A line forms in front of the shelter while a blizzard rages.

See HOMELESS, Page 8A
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About This Story
Leader-Telegram assistant local 

news editor Julian Emerson and 
photojournalist Marisa Wojcik spent 
this winter with Eau Claire’s home-
less population at shelters, on the 

streets and elsewhere. To view vid-
eos showing firsthand accounts 
of homeless people’s lives and for 
more stories about them, visit
leadertelegram.com/onthestreets. 
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Local fire 
darkens sky
A fire at Boxx Sanita-

tion’s transfer station in 
Eau Claire on Saturday 
produced thick clouds of 
smoke. No injuries were 
reported. See photo and 
caption on Page 11A.
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pregnant
women

OBAMACARE

See ACA, Page 2A

Report:
Chippewa
County
gaining
farms
 By The Associated Press

A few Wisconsin coun-
ties are adding farms 
while most of the state 
loses them. 

Chippewa County is 
leading the way with a 
gain of more than 180 
farms in five years. 

The area lost some 
mid-sized farms as they 
continue to merge with 
larger operations. But new 
federal data show it also 
gained more than 200 
small farms of 50 acres or 
less from 2007 to 2012. 

UW-Extension agent 
Jerry Clark said there is 
a boom in growers who 
have full-time jobs but 
earn extra income selling 
produce at local farmers 
markets. 

He also said some small 
farms have popped up to 
produce specialty prod-
ucts, such as currants or 
wine grapes.

See FARMS, Page 2A



Their eyes most revealed the hardships 
they had endured. Most stared resolutely 
ahead, worn out from another day of 
wandering the cold streets. 

For some, their eyes once shined with 
hope, their lives seemingly on the right 
path before a medical malady or ruined 
relationship or lost job dragged them from 
the right side of the tracks to the wrong, 
derailing their hopes and dreams. Others 
have never known a semblance of nor-
malcy, their childhoods a dysfunctional 
mess, their adult minds addled by mental 
illness or alcohol or drug addiction.

Members of this gathering — a group 
that continued to grow outside the shel-
ter on this night, quiet but for the occa-
sional sharp crunch of car tires on snow 
and the raspy rattle of engine pistons 
struggling in the cold — live on society’s 
fringes. They’re not members of parent-
teacher associations, book clubs, the 
Chamber of Commerce or other groups. 
Most don’t have jobs. Most don’t own 
vehicles. Most own few possessions. 
They live day to day, eating at soup 
kitchens or anywhere else they scrounge 
up a free meal, hoping for shelter, won-
dering how to climb out of the desperate 
situations that have become their lives.

Call them Eau Claire’s invisible souls.
This group comprises all types of 

people. Former white-collar workers 
whose alcohol addictions got the best 
of them. Blue-collar types who worked 
as carpenters or in factories or on 
farms before they lost those jobs. Wives 
and husbands whose spouses died or 
divorced them, leaving them without 
enough money to make rent or house 
payments. Teenagers whose parents 
kicked them out of their homes for 
one bad behavior or another, or simply 
because they’re gay. Grandmothers and 
grandfathers. Drug users who spend 
nearly every dime to feed addictions. 
People with a wide range of mental 
illness. Adults who were abused as 
children. Con artists and cheats and 
hard workers and people with hearts of 
gold.

Despite 
those differ-
ences, they 
share a grim 
commonal-
ity. They are 
homeless.

A grow-
ing number 
of homeless 
people are 
calling Eau 
Claire home, 
according to 
police and 
agencies that 
provide ser-
vices to that 
population. 
On any given 
night as many as 100 people find shelter 
at Sojourner House, Beacon House, West-
ern Dairyland’s homeless program and 
Hope Gospel Mission’s two shelters. Oth-
ers call abandoned buildings, vehicles, a 
cave along the Eau Claire River and other 
places home. And hundreds of others don’t 
live in places of their own but instead 
reside with friends or relatives, often 
bouncing from place to place, officials said.

That growing population is stretch-
ing available resources, officials said, 
and has prompted a spike in crime and 
other unsavory activities in the down-
town area where many homeless people 
congregate. 

A few of those huddled in front of the 
shelter on this bitterly cold December 
night spoke hopefully of escaping their 
homeless lives, of leaving the grasp of 
drudgery-filled days and nights, of liv-
ing beyond the immediate scramble for 
the next meal or next dollar or next roof 
over their heads. Others seemed to have 
given up on a better life, resigned to their 
depressing situations. 

On this night when the temperature 
would dip to 10 degrees below zero, most 
of those gathered at the shelter shoved 
any thoughts about their futures to the 
back of their minds. They had a more 
immediate goal: spending the night 
somewhere warm.

❑ ❑ ❑

December 2013 was unusually cold, 
even by the standards of the hardy people 
of northwestern Wisconsin. For people 
without a home, for people walking the 
streets, the frigid conditions were nearly 
unbearable.

❑ ❑ ❑

Night had fallen, and Dan Biddle hud-
dled inside his tent, pitched in a wooded 
site just north of downtown Eau Claire. 
He wrapped himself in thick clothes, a 
sleeping bag designed for winter camp-
ing and one blanket after another in a 
seemingly futile attempt to stay warm on 
this bitterly cold late-December night. 

Biddle had endured plenty of cold during 
the first few weeks of this winter, the kind 
of winter old-timers talked about. This 
night would be even colder than the last, 
Biddle realized. A stiff north breeze chilled 
his tent despite its wind-resistant design. 
Even his extra-warm sleeping bag and 
clothes couldn’t ward off the deep freeze 
setting in. 

As the temperature dipped closer to 
20 below zero, Biddle realized he needed 

help staying warm. Underneath a dark 
sky lit by blinking stars, Biddle fired up 
his trusty Coleman lantern for heat. The 
device warmed the tent a bit, enough for 
Biddle to feel warmer. 

“That’s it,” he thought, grateful for the 
heat. “It’s damn cold, but I’m going to 
make it through the night.” 

A while later, as he dozed, Biddle sud-
denly felt too much heat. Groggy, he 
turned his head to realize the lantern had 
malfunctioned, starting one corner of his 
tent on fire. The lantern roared, spew-
ing burning fuel at Biddle’s right hand 
and face. Dazed and startled, he reached 
for the light, further scorching his hand. 
He groped for the zipper at his tent’s 
entrance and escaped the blaze that left 
his hand scarred with purple-pink lines.

“I was scared,” the usually defiant Bid-
dle said of the fire in his tent. “I didn’t 
know if I was going to get out of that 
one.”

Biddle is 
no stranger 
to rough-
ing it. The 
64-year-old 
vagabond 
ex-con has 
spent his 
adult life 
in various 
locations 
throughout 
the Midwest 
and Flor-
ida, staying 
wherever 
he could, 
sometimes 
without a 
roof over 
his head. He 

did what he could to survive, sweating and 
straining at various jobs in construction, 
factories and as a furniture mover, scratch-
ing out a hardscrabble living. Biddle’s 
thick, worn hands are evidence of his life 
of labor. So is his face, each year etched 
into his weathered visage.

“Once I got to my mid-50s, I’d had 
enough,” Biddle said of the wear and tear 
years of toil took on his back, shoulders 
and knees. “My body just got wore down.”

Unable to continue physical jobs and 
lacking other job skills, Biddle began 
collecting a $500-per-month disability 
check and struggled to afford a home of 
his own. He moved periodically, bop-
ping from place to place. Last year he 
left Duluth, Minn., where he had lived 
for years, and eventually made his way 
to Eau Claire, where he pitched his tent, 
spending nights outdoors.  

“A lot of people talk tough, but most 
of them can’t do what I do,” he said defi-
antly, a distinctive shock of his hair that 
resembles a beaver tail or dreadlocks 
gone wrong hanging from the back of 
his head. “Not just anyone can sleep out-
side in this weather. You’ve got to be one 
tough (expletive). But it’s what I need to 

do to get by.”
As December progressed, all Biddle 

could do was hope for warmer weather.
❑ ❑ ❑

Eau Claire’s homeless population doesn’t 
always get along. Not by a long shot. Liv-
ing lives of uncertainty, they’re protective 
of what little they have. They have to be to 
get by. 

But sometimes this group of people with 
seemingly so little do what they can to help 
others sharing their plight. They give away 
money. Bus tokens. Warm clothing. Ciga-
rettes. They carry backpacks and bags for 
their homeless colleagues who are too sick 
or weary to haul them themselves.

“We live desperate lives,” said Fred Ste-
phens, 59, who has spent most of the past 15 
years homeless in Eau Claire. “When you’re 
homeless, you’re in survival mode. But we 
do what we can to help each other because 
we know what it’s like to have nothing.”  

❑ ❑ ❑

Even for this unusually cold early win-
ter, Dec. 29 was a backbreaker.

Vehicles made their way along an ice-
caked South Barstow Street, leaving 
exhaust clouds among the growing 
crowd in front of Sojourner House. By 
6:30 p.m. the temperature had dropped 
to 8 degrees below zero and would 
plunge to minus-17 overnight. When the 
shelter’s front door opened at 7 p.m., each 
person seeking shelter took an alcohol 
Breathalyzer test and headed to the 
gathering room to eat.

Workers soon realized the shelter 
would be packed beyond its 48-person 
capacity on this frigid night, forcing them 
to send people who had been at Sojourner 
the longest back out onto the cold streets. 
Desperate to accommodate more people, 
workers set up chairs for people without 
beds. 

But even that wasn’t enough. Shelter 
workers still faced the prospect of kicking 
a handful of people out into the danger-
ous weather. Then, without warning, four 
younger people who had secured beds 
for the night put on their winter gear and 
headed out into the brisk night air, free-
ing up space for older, frail people who 
had faced a night on the subzero streets. 
Jennifer Lokken, the shelter’s night shift 
supervisor, stood for a moment in stunned 
silence, then shook her head. 

“They gave up their warm beds for 
others,” an emotional Lokken marveled. 
“Those younger people did it to help the 
older ones, knowing they would head out 
into the cold. It’s one of the most amazing, 
selfless acts I’ve ever witnessed. To see 
something like that, it really makes you 
think about how you live your own life.”

❑ ❑ ❑

This small group of people was deter-
mined to ring in the new year in style, 
regardless of the unforgiving elements. As 
2013 became 2014 amid a temperature that 
approached 20 degrees below zero on New 
Year’s Eve, a half-dozen of Eau Claire’s 

homeless residents bundled against the cold 
huddled in a corner of a downtown Eau 
Claire parking garage, ingesting a cocktail 
of alcohol and drugs to celebrate a new year 
and forget their troubles for a while.

❑ ❑ ❑

This was no way to celebrate the new 
year.

The previous day, Annette Johnson 
and Paul Palmquist grabbed what items 
they could fit into a car and left the small 
apartment at 1433 Bellinger St. they 
shared. The apartment, in a run-down 
part of Eau Claire, was nothing fancy. But 
for Johnson, 49, and Palmquist, 53, both of 
whom have mental health issues, it was 
home. The apartment, home to Johnson’s 
stuffed animal collection and a well-lit 
room where she painted, was the one 
place she found solace from a difficult 
past and the panic-stricken thoughts that 
often flood her mind.

That sense of calm was shattered a 
year before, when, despondent for various 
reasons and struggling with depression, 
Johnson and Palmquist felt hopelessness 
overwhelm them. They decided to die 
the same way they lived — together. On 
a dreary October day when they saw no 
way out of their troubles, they ingested 
way too many prescription drugs and lost 
consciousness. The next thing they knew 
they awoke in hospital beds. They had 
survived. Barely.

“The doctor told us we were lucky,” 
said Palmquist, whose walking ability was 
impaired by the overdose attempt. “With 
how much (drugs) we took, we probably 
shouldn’t have made it.”

The couple eventually recovered and 
returned to their apartment. By the next 
summer they struggled to pay rent when 
Palmquist’s disability checks were sig-
nificanlty reduced when the government 
learned he had a retirement account. 
Without that money, the couple couldn’t 
afford their place. On Dec. 31, they were 
evicted. 

They headed to a Minneapolis homeless 
shelter but left just hours after arriving 
and returned to Eau Claire when Johnson 
suffered a panic attack in her new, unfa-
miliar surroundings. Hours later, on a bit-
terly cold night, they waited with others 
in front of Sojourner House, shivering as 
a brisk wind blew from the nearby Chip-
pewa River. 

They were in luck. The shelter had 
space for them.

❑ ❑ ❑

Ralph and Rebecca Dash spent this New 
Year’s Eve in the same place they spent 
the last one, at Sojourner House. The cou-
ple, both 55, are no strangers to Sojourner 
or homelessness, having lived without a 
place of their own for parts of the past 
quarter century.

On this night there was no celebra-
tory party for the Dashes to ring in the 
new year. No champagne. No revelry. Just 
another night at Sojourner, another night 
without a home of their own.

“We’ve been here since it opened (in 
November 2011),” Ralph said between bites 
of his hot dish supper at Sojourner, his 
southern drawl, a testament to 18 years he 
spent in Arkansas, difficult to understand 
because of his missing teeth.

Unable to make ends meet, the couple 
moved in the late-1990s from Cumberland 
to Chippewa Falls and then, in 1999, to 
Eau Claire, where, for a time, they cobbled 
together enough money to rent a place of 
their own. Since then they have bounced 
between renting various apartments and 
homelessness. 

Sometimes, in between stays in apart-
ments, the Dashes resided in hotels. When 
their money ran out they lived in what-
ever vehicle they owned at the time, sleep-
ing with the doors locked on streets off 
the beaten path. On the coldest nights the 
brisk air painted those vehicles’ insides in 
a silver-white blanket of frost. 

“Somehow we survived it,” said 
Rebecca, dressed as she was most days 
this winter in a bright-red snowsuit to 
ward off the cold. “You wrap yourself in 
as many layers as you can and hope for 
the best.”

Staff photos by Marisa Wojcik

Above: Ralph Dash rummages through his van, trying in vain to clear a space for his wife and a 
third passenger. The Dashes accumulate blankets, clothes, and other assorted items and stock-
pile them in the van and a storage unit. Below: Dusty Soulier hikes up an Eau Claire East Side 
Hill street after he was forced out of the over-capacity Sojourner House on a subzero night.

Homeless/Finding warmth a struggle
from Page 1A

Annette Johnson grips Paul Palmquist’s shoulder for support as they make their way along the streets of downtown Eau Claire.

See HOMELESS, Page 9A
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Nearly three years ago, the Dashes 
said, they were evicted from yet another 
apartment after their landlord blamed a 
cockroach infestation on them. By then 
Rebecca had lost her job when she got 
sick with what was later diagnosed as a 
chronic lung disease. The illness quali-
fied Rebecca for monthly Social Secu-
rity Disability payments. Ralph already 
received payments from that program 
after he suffered serious injuries in a 
late-1980s motorcycle crash. The couple 
take a variety of prescription medica-
tions for a number of illnesses, at least 
when they can find them.

“Sometimes we don’t take our medi-
cines because we can’t find them,” 
Rebecca said, motioning one morning 
toward the couple’s van jam-packed with 
items of all sorts. “They’re in there some-
where, but I don’t know where.”

The Dashes said they would like an 
apartment of their own. But they have 
stopped looking, they said, dismayed by 
a series of failed attempts to persuade 
landlords to rent to them.

“I hope we can find a place someday,” 
Rebecca said one night at Sojourner 
House, staring at the floor during a break 
from one of her cross stitch projects. “But 
I don’t see how it’s going to happen.”

Ralph, sitting nearby, nodded, staring 
resolutely ahead.

❑ ❑ ❑

Christopher Sperry and Lisa Sundberg 
spent this first day of 2014 and many 
nights in ensuing weeks on the streets, 
looking for shelter from the ever-pres-
ent cold wherever they could find it. 
The city parking garage. An abandoned 
house. A hospital emergency room. Any-
where to stay warm.

Sperry, 29, had arrived in the Chip-
pewa Valley in 2005, hoping to escape 
the mean streets of Chicago, where he 
sold drugs and took part in other illicit 
activities as a gang member. But his past 
soon caught up with him, evidenced by 
the blue-brown vein that shoots up the 
underside of his tattooed left forearm.

“You see that?” he said, rolling up his 
sweatshirt sleeve. “That’s my vein going 
bad from too much meth. I’m hell on 
wheels, man. For me, it’s either full blast 
or nothin’ at all.”

Sperry dealt meth and other drugs, 
using part of the profits to feed his habit. 
He met Sundberg at a party in rural 
Stanley, and they bonded through an 
affinity for the fast life. But their rela-
tionship involved something deeper. 
When Sperry’s continued run-ins with 
the law landed him in jail in November, 
Sundberg told him it was time to give up 
drugs, to seek a better life. He surprised 
himself by agreeing. 

But that decision came with a heavy 
price. Gone were the big drug profits, the 
$500-a-crack shopping sprees, replaced 
by the grim reality of trying to get a job 
while possessing a long rap sheet. With-
out drug money and job prospects, Sperry 
and Sundberg, 31, couldn’t afford a place 
of their own. They were homeless, out on 
the streets in this coldest of winters.

❑ ❑ ❑

It was only the beginning of January, 
but already meteorologists and other 
prognosticators were talking about the 
prospects of the winter of 2013-14 being 
one for the record books. As people stay-
ing at Sojourner House ate supper, a 
weatherman on the large flat screen TV 
mounted on the wall discussed the upcom-
ing forecast, which featured a series of 
below-zero temperatures. One bearded 
man who looked much older than his 47 

years listened to the report, shook his 
head in exasperation and continued eat-
ing his hamburger hot dish. He and his fel-
low homeless colleagues didn’t need to be 
told about the arctic temperatures. After 
spending days on the streets, they knew 
about the cold only too well.

❑ ❑ ❑

Dan Korn was living in a giant freezer, 
a freezer that threatened his life.

Winter was only a month old, but it 
had already taken hold in a big way in 
Eau Claire. Below-zero temperatures had 
already become the norm. A thick layer 
of snow blanketed the city like a frosty 
white blanket.

One early January night, just as he 
had each night during this frigid winter, 
Korn, dressed in layer upon layer, topped 
by a thick leather Polaris jacket. He cov-
ered his bushy-haired head in a fur-lined 
hat. He crawled inside his sleeping bag, 
wrapped 
mummy-
like in blan-
kets, hoping 
to ward off 
the cold. 
Korn’s mus-
tache and 
beard were 
dusted with 
frost. His 
breaths hung 
in seem-
ingly solid 
clouds above 
him, lit by 
bright moon-
light shin-
ing through 
a window of 
the unheated 
bus he calls 
home.

Korn’s 
school bus 
was parked 
at one end 
of a parking 
lot near the 
old Uniroyal 
Goodrich 
Tire Co. 
plant in a 
gritty, run-
down part of Eau Claire’s downtown. 
Weeks of arctic air had coated the inside 
of Korn’s bus — painted black and bear-
ing the name “Buck” on its front, a ref-
erence to the vehicle’s previous use as a 
deer hunting camper — in a sparkly layer 
of white frost and ice.

The bus’ interior was the same subzero 
temperature as outside, which on this 
night plummeted to minus 24 degrees. 
The roar of a nearby train whistle split 
the night’s silence, followed by the loud 
clickety-clack and the screech of cold 
metal wheels on frozen rails.

Enveloped in his sleeping bag. Korn 
stayed warm enough to survive this 
night and others like it. Doing so takes a 
tough mindset and practicality, he said.

“You have to wear lots of layers,” Korn 
said one late afternoon as he proudly 
showed off his refurbished bus-turned-
home. “It’s coldest when you wake up in 
the morning and climb out of the (sleep-
ing) bag. Oh boy, that air bites.” 

Korn, 56, doesn’t consider himself 
homeless. For a decade or longer he has 
made a home in this old, rusting van, dis-
tinctive for its unusual red-and-yellow 
paint job with the words “Wolf and Co.” 
inscribed on one side, home.

In November Korn added the bus to 
his vehicles-turned-home collection, 
paying $3,000 for it. He quickly filled it 
with a hodgepodge of possessions, from 

the beloved guitars he builds himself 
to amplifiers to tools to a tennis racket 
to a wide array of electronics projects 
he works on at all hours. An old photo-
graph of a band his father was a member 
of hangs on the bus’ back door, a nod to 
Korn’s lifelong love of music.

“This place gives me room to breathe,” 
Korn, donning a small spotlight on his 
head to illuminate the growing darkness 
inside the bus, said of his bus one late 
afternoon. “I was like a sardine packed 
in there.” 

Korn isn’t deterred by the chilling tem-
peratures inside his living quarters. He 
can’t be. He is a prisoner of sorts to the 
vehicle, using it as his place of solitude 
to escape the world’s noise and chat-
ter. Staying there helps Korn deal with 
the schizophrenia he said has plagued 
him since his mid-20s, when he was dis-
charged from the military and arrived in 
Eau Claire, where he subsequently was 

diagnosed 
with mental 
health issues. 
For decades 
he felt like 
a lab rat as 
one medicine 
after another 
failed to keep 
his mental 
illness in 
check.

Then, last 
summer, 
Korn said, a 
doctor pre-
scribed a 
new medi-
cation. This 
one seems to 
work better. 
While he still 
deals with 
anxiety, the 
panic attacks 
that send his 
life spiraling 
out of control 
are mostly 
gone.

“I like to 
be around 
people, to be 

part of this world,” said the hard-working 
Korn, who operates a lawn care business 
during summer months and clears snow 
for money during winters to subsidize 
disability money he receives. “But I can’t 
be around people all the time. I need to 
get away from them or bad stuff happens. 
Living here is how I keep on the good 
side of things.”

❑ ❑ ❑

People staying at Eau Claire’s Sojourner 
House are thankful for the shelter, espe-
cially this winter, when residents of this 
region endured record-setting cold. But 
that doesn’t mean staying at the shelter 
is easy. It requires sobriety. It requires a 
willingness to admit to homelessness and 
to accept help. And it means living and 
eating and sleeping in close quarters with 
strangers, many of whom deal with mental 
and physical health issues.

“I’m grateful this place is here, but I can’t 
say I like it,” said one pregnant woman in 
her early 20s who spent a couple of weeks 
at the shelter this winter before finding 
another place to stay. “The beds are right 
on top of one another. There’s no privacy. 
I’ve seen more naked body parts here than 
I ever thought I’d see.” 

❑ ❑ ❑

Laughter sounded from the TV in the 
Sojourner House gathering room on this 
February Saturday night, a stark contrast 

to the grim mood among the people gath-
ered there.

It had been another tough day, another 
extremely cold day during this extraor-
dinarily cold winter. When they could 
afford it, many of these people without 
homes of their own spent time at hotels, 
a break from shelter life. But that drained 
their bank accounts, forcing their returns 
to Sojourner.

Earlier that day heavy snow pelted San-
tiago DeMars, turning his brown beard 
white, as he slowly made his way along the 
snow-covered sidewalk from Sojourner to 
The Community Table, one footprint in 
the snow after another. The acrid smell of 
a rubber-producing company operating in 
the old tire plant grew stronger as DeMars 
approached his destination. As DeMars, 
37, neared Banbury Place he passed Dan 
Korn’s snow-covered van and school bus, 
the vehicles Korn calls home. 

Despite the cold, snowy conditions, and 
despite the fact DeMars’ life has crumbled 
during the past decade as his aspirations 
of college and a profession collapsed into 
drug use and homelessness, he remains 
relatively upbeat. He thoughtfully dis-
cusses topics ranging from international 
affairs to national politics to issues impact-
ing Eau Claire’s homeless population. 

On this day, as he entered The Com-
munity Table for a noontime meal, 
DeMars talked about the homeless col-
leagues around him.

“This crowd fights a lot of issues,” 
he said. “We battle drugs and alcohol. 
We have mental health issues. We don’t 
always make wise choices with the lit-
tle money we have. We don’t have the 
answers. But we try.”

Later that night, as DeMars sat amid oth-
ers spending the night at Sojourner House, 
the wear and tear of another day wander-
ing the cold streets, of a relentless winter, 
had dampened even his usually upbeat 
spirit. He sat dejectedly amid the somber 
shelter gathering, shook his head and said, 
“This winter is getting all of us down.”

❑ ❑ ❑

As winter progressed, Eau Claire’s 
homeless residents struggled to find 
places to stay warm during the day, when 
Sojourner House was closed to them. They 
stayed anywhere and everywhere that 
offered them a refuge from a winter that 
seemed ever harsher. 

❑ ❑ ❑

Dusty Soulier lay upon the hard, frozen 
surface of the downtown Eau Claire park-
ing ramp, wrapped in a sweater, winter 
coat and stocking cap, trying in vain to 
sleep as wave after wave of bone-searing 
cold emanated through the concrete struc-
ture and into his shivering body.

Soulier, 27, made his way from Minne-
apolis to Eau Claire last summer, in large 
part, he said, because the city offered 
a refuge from the mean streets of Min-
neapolis, where he recounted numerous 
beatings he endured.

“When you’re 5-foot-4 and have tattoos 
in the inner city, that’s going to happen,” 
he said. 

Since arriving in Eau Claire, Soulier 
hasn’t faced brutal physical confron-
tations. He has sought and sometimes 
found work through a temporary 
employment service, stacking crates of 
beer despite a shoulder injury. 

Despite having spent much of his life 
surrounded by dysfunction, alcohol, drugs 
and crime, Soulier has goals and dreams. 
He hopes to attend college one day, to 
obtain an education allowing him to open 
a shelter of his own that provides home-
less people and others down on their luck 
with the help they need to get on their feet. 

Homeless/School bus provides shelter
from Page 8A

Left: Dan Korn 
works on one 
of his many 
electronics 
projects in the 
unheated bus 
he calls home. 
The vehicle got 
so cold this 
winter the roof 
became coated 
in a layer of 
frost and ice. 
Below: Rebecca 
Dash, a 30-
month resident 
of Sojourner 
House, and her 
husband, Ralph, 
agonize with the 
uncertain reality 
of ever finding 
a home to call 
their own.
Staff photos
by Marisa Wojcik

See HOMELESS, Page 10A
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But Soulier knows he has a steep climb 
ahead to get to that point. He’s trying to 
put his difficult past behind him, deter-
mined to earn enough money to one day 
afford a home of his own. He said he 
doesn’t have any form of medical insur-
ance or other benefits. He said he doesn’t 
want them.

“You do what you’ve got to do,” Soulier 
said matter-of-factly of life as a home-
less person. “It can be damn hard, but it’s 
what my life is right now.”

Soulier sometimes spent nights at 
Sojourner House. But on other occasions, 
according to shelter policy, because 
he had been there for more than three 
months, Soulier was shown the door on 
nights when the shelter was full. On this 
night, shortly after 10 p.m., he slung his 
backpack over his shoulders and headed 
out onto the cold streets. 

Now, four hours later, Soulier was just 
plain tired, unable to sleep as the bitter 
temperature dropped ever lower amid 
his harsh stone surroundings. He pon-
dered his difficult past and the events 
that had led him to this dark, desolate 
night. The full force of his desperate situ-
ation, the depths of his loneliness, envel-
oped him like his frozen surroundings. 
He hoped his determined spirit would 
see him through to another morning.

❑ ❑ ❑

Finally, after nearly three months of 
unrelenting cold, Eau Claire residents 
received a reprieve from winter for a cou-
ple of mid-February days when high tem-
peratures hovered near 40 degrees. It felt 
impossibly warm to this homeless popu-
lation that had become so accustomed 
to frigid conditions. On those nights, the 
often somber mood at Sojourner House 
brightened considerably.

❑ ❑ ❑

After the warmest day spent wander-
ing Eau Claire’s streets in months, San-
tiago DeMars felt unusually happy as 
he ate his meatball dinner at Sojourner 
House. Never mind the fact he has been 
homeless on and off for the past sev-
eral years. The thoughtful, soft-spoken 
DeMars was nearly giddy on this night.

“I’m feeling real good today,” DeMars 
said, reflecting on the day’s relatively 
warm, sunny weather. “It’s a great day to 
be in Eau Claire.”

From Dec. 1 through the end of Febru-
ary, the low temperature in Eau Claire 
had dropped below zero degrees on 53 
days, the highest-recorded total since 
1977-78. The city had received 59 inches 
of snow during that time, 2 feet more 
than normal. By any measure, it had 
been a brutal winter. For people living on 
the streets, the weather had been espe-
cially dispiriting, exacting a bone-weary-
ing toll.

The winter break was short-lived. 
On Thursday, Feb. 20, temperatures 
remained near freezing, warm for this 
winter, but a 7-inch wet, heavy snowfall 
accompanied by blizzard-like winds was 
a sure sign winter’s grip had returned. 
Overnight the temperature plummeted, 
and by the next day all that wet snow 
was frozen solid, covering trees, streets, 
vehicles and everything else in a slip-
pery, treacherous ice layer. 

❑ ❑ ❑

A bitter winter that seemed like it would 
never end had gotten the best of Eau Claire’s 
homeless residents. The benefit checks 
many received at the start of the month 
were mostly gone by the last week of March, 
meaning many who had spent the earlier 
part of the month in hotels, seeking a respite 
from other homeless people, now packed 
Sojourner House. Continued cold weather 
added to the shelter’s population.

❑ ❑ ❑

Dusty Soulier’s name hadn’t been read. 
He was headed out on the streets for 
another cold night in a winter full of them.

Soulier spent part of this night at a 
Sojourner House packed beyond capac-
ity. The list of names of people allowed 
to spend that night at the shelter didn’t 
include Soulier’s. At 10 p.m. he returned 
to the streets, backpack in tow. The tem-
perature outside, 2 degrees below zero, 
felt much colder because of a penetrating 
wind out of the north. 

“It’s just the way it is,” Soulier said as 
he headed from the shelter entrance into 
the dark. 

Soulier would spend this night the same 
way he spent many others this winter, 
wandering Eau Claire’s streets search-
ing for an out-of-the way place to sleep. 
He has found unlikely makeshift beds 
near the river or on park benches or on 
the unforgiving concrete floor of the city 
parking ramp. On this night Soulier was 
still on his feet, walking, too cold to sleep, 
when the sun peeked over the horizon.

❑ ❑ ❑

On that same night in another part of 
town, John Lawton took another sip from 
another cup of coffee, struggling to stay 
awake.

It was shortly after 2 a.m. March 25, 
another in a seemingly endless stretch 
of overnights during which cold had 
become commonplace. Never mind what 
the calendar said. The early spring air 
felt like January or February. 

Just as he had for the past several nights, 
Lawton spent this one at the Perkins res-
taurant along Hastings Way. The giant 
American flag outside the restaurant flut-
tered in the chilly breeze. Like Soulier, 

Lawton had been shown the door at the 
busy Sojourner House, where the 39-year-
old had spent time for the past 10 months. 

The mostly-empty restaurant was 
a good setting for Lawton, who strug-
gles with multiple mental health issues, 
including anxiety, depression and bipo-
lar and schizophrenic disorders. Too 
much noise, too much activity around 
him prompts Lawton’s brain to jump into 
hyperdrive, creating panic, angst and, 
sometimes, anger.

Lawton said he gets by on just $200 per 
month, money he gets from his twice-
weekly plasma donations. He said he has 
attempted to qualify for other benefits 
but is unable to navigate what he deems 
a complicated system to obtain them. 
He sometimes contemplates committing 
crimes as a way into a system he hopes 
will address his problems. “At least that 
way I would get some attention,” he said. 

Lawton spent plenty of nights this win-
ter at Perkins, drinking coffee and watch-
ing sports via his cellphone to stay awake. 
But on this night, all alone, Lawton pon-
dered his difficult life, recalling how a 
sense of hopelessness eventually came to 
dominate his every waking moment. How 
he tried to drink himself to death in his 
mid-20s. How he woke up in a hospital 
bed, lucky to be alive. How he has slid ever 
downward for the past decade, unable to 
land a job, barely able to exist.

“Most of the time I can hardly func-
tion,” Lawton said. “I’m pretty much a 
basket case.” 

❑ ❑ ❑

As April turned to May, winter finally 
released its grip, providing Eau Claire’s 
homeless population with a hint of hope. 
But they still face many struggles. They 
still seek food and shelter and jobs. They 
still seek better lives.

❑ ❑ ❑

The winter of 2013-14 didn’t just feel 
colder than most. It really was. The win-
ter tied 1903-04 as the coldest winter on 
record in Eau Claire. The average temper-
ature was just 7.5 degrees. Snowfall totaled 
75 inches, 2½ feet more than normal. The 
season’s icy grip lasted well into spring.

Then came May and with it, warmer 
temperatures and a sense relief among 
Eau Claire’s homeless.

The frost that coated the inside of Dan 
Korn’s bus melted, replaced by a few 
small water leaks. Korn’s snow shovels 
and snowblower were put away, replaced 
by the mower he uses for his lawn care 
business. 

“To get through this winter, it was no 
small task,” Korn said, a pinch of snuff 
protruding like a golf ball from his lower 
lip as he sipped from a glass of V-8 one 
morning at Positive Avenues, a drop-

in center for people with mental health 
issues on downtown Eau Claire’s north 
side. “Finally, it’s starting to warm up.”

Dusty Soulier hopes warmer weather 
is here to stay. After too many nights 
surviving life-threatening cold on the 
streets, he’s grateful for days that don’t 
include snow or ice.

Santiago DeMars doesn’t know what 
his future holds. He hopes to return to 
school. He hopes to one day counsel peo-
ple with drug addictions who don’t have 
a home of their own. For now, he’s look-
ing forward to warmer weather.

Annette Johnson and Paul Palmquist 
hope to be able to rent a home of their own 
and to find happiness amid their struggles. 
On March 17 Johnson purposefully took 
an overdose of medications, knowing she 
would be hospitalized and removed from 
Sojourner House. She and Palmquist spent 
several April nights gambling at the St. 
Croix Casino in Turtle Lake after an out-
burst by Johnson led to her being tempo-
rarily suspended from the shelter. 

Ralph and Rebecca Dash hope for a 
different place to call home but seem 
resigned to remaining at Sojourner. 

Christopher Sperry and Lisa Sundberg 
hope to stay clean long enough to regain 
custody of their combined eight children. 
John Lawton hopes to find a ray of opti-
mism among the storm clouds of his mind. 

Korn and Don Biddle hope simply to be 
left in peace. In mid-April Biddle left the 
relative comfort of Korn’s van to resume 
his life in a tent, seeking out-of-the-way 
locations to live. Korn relocated too after 
the Eau Claire City-County Health Depart-
ment told him in late April he couldn’t live 
in his bus near Banbury Place because 
doing so violated the city’s housing code.

Korn sat in his van Wednesday morn-
ing as rain poured down outside, waiting 
to begin his day job cleaning the Elbow 
Room tavern. He had to repair the ram-
shackle vehicle, which hadn’t been started 
in more than a year, when the health 
department told him he had to move on.

“The gas lines had lots of leaks,” Korn 
chuckled, his grease-stained hands evi-
dence of the repairs.

Despite his forced relocation, Korn 
wasn’t bitter. After work he was headed 
to a Thorp nursing home to play every-
thing from Duke Ellington to Paul McCart-
ney on his keyboard. Never mind that the 
gig would pay only $30, barely enough to 
cover gas. Never mind that his van might 
not make the trip. He was happy at the 
prospect of playing his beloved music.

But first there was work to do. Korn 
bid his visitor farewell, then strode 
toward the Elbow Room, ready for what-
ever comes next.

Emerson can be reached at 715-830-5911, 
800-236-7077 or julian.emerson@ecpc.com.

Homeless/Warmth provides some relief
from Page 9A

Staff photos by Marisa Wojcik

Top: Christopher Sperry and Lisa Sundberg joke light-heartedly after dinner one March night at Sojourner House. The couple lost their money and place to live after trying to stay clean by giving up 
methamphetamine. Below: A hopeful sign at Sojourner House is displayed on the wall next to a cross. The Sojourner House is run by Catholic Charities, but participating in religious programming 
is not required of the shelter’s residents.

Putting It Togetherggg g
Julian Emerson, the Lead-

er-Telegram’s assistant local 
news editor, has worked at the 
newspaper since 1997. He re-
ported and wrote this story.  

Marisa Wojcik has been a 
Leader-Telegram photographer 
since February and previous-
ly worked for the Minneapolis 
Star Tribune. She took photo-

graphs and video for this story. 
Rachel Minske has worked 

for the last year as a part-time 
reporter at the Leader-Tele-
gram. She contributed to this 
story.

Coming up: The second part of this 
series about Eau Claire’s homeless will 
appear in the Sunday, May 18, edition of 
the Leader-Telegram.  
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