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About
This Story

Leader-Telegram as-
sistant local news editor 
Julian Emerson and pho-
tojournalist Marisa Wojcik 
spent this winter with Eau 
Claire’s homeless popu-
lation at shelters, on the 
streets and elsewhere. To 
view videos showing first-
hand accounts of home-
less people’s lives and for 
more stories about them, 
visit LeaderTelegram.com/
onthestreets. 

  John Conklin, a Sojourner 
House staff member, checks 
to make sure no one is outside 
waiting to enter the homeless 
shelter before he goes back 
inside for the rest of the night.

Available services
not enough for growing 
number of homeless
on Eau Claire’s streets

Mental health
concerns common 

theme among
disenfranchised

 S
pend time among Eau Claire’s 
homeless population and it 
doesn’t take long to see mental 
illness rear its ugly head. 

Mental and emotional instability 
takes many forms. It showed itself in 
recent months via altercations at vari-
ous locations where the city’s home-
less people 
spend time. It 
surfaced one 
day at The 
Community 
Table, an Eau 
Claire soup 
kitchen that 
serves meals 
daily to people 
in need, when 
a homeless per-
son with obses-
sive compulsive disorder stuffed the 
toilet there with rolls of toilet paper, 
prompting it to clog.

It was a major component of the 
many interactions Eau Claire police 
working the downtown beat had 
with homeless residents this winter. 
It was evident when one rough-look-
ing, bearded man wiped his feces on 
a downtown building one February 
afternoon. 

See SERVICES, Page 10A

■ Photos depict
life on the streets/ 
1E, 2E
■ Editorial: Group 
approach needed 
to make dent 
in homeless
problem/2F

See HEALTH, Page 11A
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B
ack when he had a job and girlfriend and lived 
with her and the couple’s 1-year-old daugh-
ter, Ferris Shrewsberry used to drive his vehi-
cle through downtown Eau Claire and laugh 
at the homeless people he saw wandering the 
streets.

“I hate to admit it, but up until last June I used to 
make fun of these people out here,” 
Shrewsberry said one mid-March day as 
he traversed downtown Eau Claire side-
walks dusted in snow. “I used to drive by 
and laugh at ’em and point at ’em.”

Then Shrewsberry, 30, learned first-
hand about life on Eau Claire’s streets. 
Multiple past run-ins with the law that 
included drug-related charges and traffic 

offenses caught up with him, and he spent 60 days in jail, los-
ing his construction job in the process.

Fred Stephens, a recovering drug 
addict, now wants to make a 
difference in people’s lives. He 
reads at the shelter in March.

When he was released from 
jail, Shrewsberry realized he 
had lost more than his job. His 
girlfriend, the woman he had 
moved with to Eau Claire a cou-
ple of years earlier, left him, 
along with the couple’s daugh-
ter. Shrewsberry lost some-
thing else: His house. He was 
homeless.

“It was a shock,” 
Shrewsberry said of winding 
up without a home of his own. 
“You never think it’s going to 
happen to you. But it did.”

Shrewsberry is among a grow-
ing number of Eau Claire resi-
dents without residences of 

their own. According to officials 
who work for the agencies that 
serve the city’s homeless pop-
ulation, the Eau Claire Police 
Department and homeless resi-
dents themselves, more people 
than ever before in the city don’t 
have a bed of their own to sleep 
in at night.

“There is no doubt we are 
seeing more homeless peo-
ple here than we used to,” said 
Jeanne Semb, family devel-
opment coordinator with 
Western Dairyland Economic 
Opportunity Council, which 
provides multiple services to 
poor people, including home-

less people. “They definitely 
have a bigger presence in our 
city.” 

Getting a handle on exactly 
how many people in Eau Claire 
are classified as homeless is 
difficult. That population is 
tough to track. Many are tran-
sient, moving from place to 
place, and sometimes from city 
to city, frequently.

Some attempt to evade cen-
sus takers, driven by a fear of 
authorities or a desire to seek 
isolation. Others bop in and out 
of homelessness, finding

Editor’s 
note:
This is the final 
of a two-part 
series about 
Eau Claire’s
homeless
population.  

VIDEO AT LEADERTELEGRAM.COM/ONTHESTREETS

CAMPUS SALUTE 
UW-Stout ROTC program 
helping students find 
success. ON CAMPUS/1F
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NASCAR Sprint 
Cup driver and 

Eau Claire 
native Menard 
last month at 

Texas Motor 
Speedway 

GMO battle being
fought over voters

By Jeff Barnard
Associated Press

ASHLAND, Ore. — Unable to 
find a good solution to protecting 
their certified organic seed crops 
from potential contamination from 
genetically engineered crops, small 
organic farmers in this Oregon valley are appealing to a 
higher power: voters.  

They wanted to protect their crops from being cross-
pollinated by genetically modified ones and asked voters 
in two counties to ban the cultivation of GMOs — a move 
that would drive producer Syngenta out of the Rogue 
Valley where it grows seed for sugar beets resistant to the 

Opponents 
of genetically 
modifi ed 
foods take 
on big 
agribusiness 
with ballot 
measures 
across U.S.

■ GMO primer 
graphic details 
how it works, how 
it differs from 
conventional
breeding, and 
its prevalence 
in fields and 
markets/2A

■ Map shows
countries with 
GMO food
labeling laws/4A

See GMO, Page 4A



temporary places to stay before 
becoming homeless again. A few 
climb their way to better situa-
tions, finding homes to live in.

Determining a homeless count 
also depends on who is included. 
Some counts include only those 
people out on the streets on any 
given night. But some experts 
believe that figure in this city 
of 67,000 should also include 
the approximately 100 people 
in city shelters nightly as well 
as the several hundred families 
and individuals who don’t live in 
their own houses or apartments 
but instead stay with friends, rel-
atives or others, often moving 
from place to place when they 
wear out their welcome. 

Include all of those peo-
ple, officials familiar with Eau 
Claire’s homeless population 
said, and the total numbers in 
the hundreds and may approach 
1,000. Some believe it may be 
even higher. 

Rachel Keniston, director of 
The Community Table, an Eau 
Claire soup kitchen that serves 
daily meals to people in need, 
believes whatever that number 
is, it is likely to grow. 

“When I look at how many 
working poor there are in Eau 
Claire who are struggling to 
pay rent, I get scared,” she said. 
“There are an awful lot of peo-
ple barely hanging onto their 
homes.”

P
eople become homeless 
for many reasons. Some 
people lose their jobs 
and no longer can afford 

house payments or rent. Some 
are separated or divorced, losing 
substantial household income 
in the process. Some gamble 
away their income or spend it 
on other items they can’t afford. 
Others feed their addictions as 
their lives fall apart. Still others 
are kicked out of their homes for 
all sorts of reasons, including 
mental illness.

Economic factors are driv-
ing many of Eau Claire’s work-
ing poor from their homes to the 
streets, local officials said. For 
years, dating at least to the shut-
down of the Uniroyal Goodrich 
Tire Co. plant in 1992, Eau 
Claire has been home to more 
low-pay jobs than most simi-
lar-size cities. Average income, 
while it has climbed in recent 
years, still lags behind many 
other comparable communities. 

According to U.S. Census 
Bureau statistics, the city’s 
median household income 
from 2008-2012 was $43,410, 
more than $9,000 below the 
state figure. The percentage 
of Eau Claire residents living 
below the poverty level is 19.3 
percent compared to the 12.5 
percent Wisconsin average. 

Eau Claire, like cities across 
the U.S. and worldwide, suf-
fered an economic hit with the 
recession of 2008. Like much of 
the rest of the country, the city’s 
economy has shown signs of 
some improvement since then, 
but studies show residents on 
the lowest rung of the economic 
ladder generally aren’t bounc-
ing back. As costs for such sta-
ples as food, gas and housing 
rise, the minimum wage of $7.25 

an hour can’t cover them.
“Life is getting harder and 

harder for the working poor,” 
Keniston said. “And for home-
less people, those challenges 
are even bigger.”

Adding to the problem is 
an economic shift occurring 
for several decades. Gone are 
most of the blue-collar manu-
facturing jobs that once paid 
people without a post-high 
school education middle-class 
salaries and ample retirement 
pensions. 

Instead, today’s job mar-
ket most often requires post-
secondary training even for 
the manufacturing jobs that 
remain. People seeking pro-
fessional-level jobs typically 
must attend college and often 
graduate school, the cost of 
which continues to climb, 
making it difficult to afford. 
For most of the working poor, 
such an education is simply 
out of reach. 

Given those factors, the 
number of homeless people 
calling Eau Claire home in 
the future seems likely to rise, 
officials who serve the city’s 
poor population said. Adding 
to that number is the fact that 
Eau Claire is the regional cen-
ter for northwest Wisconsin 
and is home to more services 
for homeless people.

For many reasons, includ-
ing physical and mental health 
issues that make employment 
difficult or impossible, many 
of Eau Claire’s homeless popu-
lation don’t seek jobs. Many of 
those who do said they have a 
tough time landing one. Many, 
including Shrewsberry, have 
criminal records that give 
employers pause.

“Getting a job is tough 
enough for anyone,” 
Shrewsberry said. “But it’s 
tougher when you’re home-
less. And when you list the 
Sojourner House address as 
your place of residence, for 
many employers, it’s like a 
badge of shame.”

A
nother reason some 
credit for Eau Claire’s 
growing homeless pop-
ulation in recent years 

is the addition of the Sojourner 
House shelter. The one-story 
structure at 618 S. Barstow St. 
overseen by Catholic Charities 
opened in November 2011 and 
houses a maximum of 48 peo-
ple. Prior to the opening of 
Sojourner, Eau Claire’s home-
less could find refuge at two 
shelters, one for single men and 
another for single women, oper-
ated by Hope Gospel Mission. 
But many people without homes 
chafed at the rules and reli-
gious bent of the Hope Gospel 
program.

Other shelters include Beacon 
House, a shelter for families; 
four apartments operated by 
Western Dairyland Community 
Action Agency; and Bolton 
Refuge House, a shelter for 
domestic abuse victims. 

Shortly after opening, 
Sojourner attracted many of Eau 
Claire’s homeless. Staying there 
requires relatively little: Pass a 
Breathalyzer test and treat staff 
and other homeless people there 
with respect. Despite the fact 
Catholic Charities funds the 
shelter, a religious component is 
not required.

“That’s a big deal to a lot of 
people,” said Santiago DeMars, 
37, who has been homeless for 
much of the past several years 
in Eau Claire after taking and 
dealing drugs derailed his col-
lege career and plans to do more 
with his life. “After a day on the 
streets, a lot of people just want 
a meal and to be left in peace.” 

On many nights during the 
recently completed winter, a 
winter that tied 1903-04 as the 
coldest on record in Eau Claire, 
homeless people could find room 
at Sojourner House. But on other 
nights when the temperature 
dropped below zero, Sojourner 
workers had to send people out 
onto the cold streets because the 
shelter was above capacity.

“You feel horrible doing that,” 
said Jennifer Lokken, a night 
supervisor at the shelter. “You 
worry about what’s going to hap-
pen to people out in that kind of 
cold. You worry they might not 
survive. And it makes you think 
we need more shelter space.”

P
ositive Avenues was hop-
ping on this early mid-
May morning. Two men 
still donning thick win-

ter coats, hats and gloves to ward 
off the unseasonably cold tem-
perature outside chatted as they 
sipped coffees. Nearby, a mother 
drew pictures with her two young 
daughters. Three men in their 
early 20s yelled boisterously as 
they played pool. One heavy-set 
man sat at a computer, playing a 
game on the screen before him.

Halfway across the room of this 
site, a downtown Eau Claire drop-
in center for people with mental 
health issues and others down on 
their luck, Positive Avenues pro-
gram supervisor Sue Howe coun-
seled a young homeless woman 
seeking assistance of various 
sorts. A moment later Howe knelt 
on her office floor, painting the 
toenails of the young daughter of 
another woman.

“We even give pedicures 
now,” Howe joked as the girl 
skipped away gleefully to 
show Howe’s handiwork to her 
mother. “We try to do it all.”

But Howe knows as well as 
anyone the challenges of serving 
the myriad needs of Eau Claire’s 
homeless population. It is a pop-
ulation with so many challenges 
and so few resources. In many 
cases, the people who comprise 
that group lack the skills and 
emotional makeup to better their 
lives. Many spent the winter wan-
dering a familiar path day after 
day, receiving meals and places to 
stay warm but moving no closer 
to getting back on their feet or 
obtaining a home of their own.

Howe and other Positive 
Avenues staff, like members of 
other agencies that assist Eau 
Claire’s homeless, provide what 
counseling and assistance they 
can. But it is never enough.

And, as Howe has learned, 
some homeless people don’t 
want or, often because of men-
tal health issues, are unable to 
accept assistance.

“Sometimes the best you can 
do for them is help them get 
through the day and not slide 
backward,” she said.

Shrewsberry did just that 
recently. On April 15 he added to 
his criminal record when he was 
charged in Eau Claire County 
Court for stealing from Menards 
and selling the items to a pawn 
shop.

Shrewsberry seemingly made 
progress on one front, however. 
According to court records, he 
is no longer homeless, having 
found a north side Eau Claire 
residence to stay. 

F
inding a way to get people 
off the streets, always a 
challenging task, appears 
poised to become even 

more daunting. Eau Claire agen-
cies that assist the city’s home-
less people report continued 
budget cutbacks in recent years 
even as the its homeless popula-
tion grows.

On April 30 Western 
Dairyland shut down two of the 
six Eau Claire apartments where 

the agency houses some of the 
city’s homeless after high heat-
ing costs last winter forced the 
closures. Western Dairyland 
now houses 16 to 20 homeless 
people at a time and attempts to 
connect them with an array of 
services, from obtaining food 
and rent assistance to lining up 
doctor appointments.

However, reduced funding has 
forced cutbacks to case work-
ers’ hours, making it more dif-
ficult to provide those services, 
Semb said. Last year the agency 
turned away nearly 600 people 
seeking assistance.  

“It’s a real problem,” Semb 
said of funding reductions to 
local agencies that serve Eau 
Claire’s homeless. “The need 
keeps getting bigger and the dol-
lars less and less.”

A
s Eau Claire’s home-
less population grows 
and available resources 
shrink, agencies that 

work with people without 
homes realize they have to do 
something different to better 
serve that group. They hope one 
program, Homes First, that has 
proven somewhat successful in 
other parts of the U.S. can help.

Several of those agencies com-
bined to seek a $249,000 grant 
that would fund 15 apartments 
to house some of the city’s long-
term homeless residents, provid-
ing them with housing while staff 
address their other needs. The 
endeavor could begin as soon as 
this summer, Semb said. 

That program, if successful, 
could go a long way toward get-
ting more homeless residents off 
the streets. But agency leaders 
know making inroads toward 
improving the lives of those 
people is an uphill battle.

“We have to do something 
different,” Keniston said. “We 
have to do something more. We 
can’t just sit here and ignore this 
problem.”

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

Staff photos by Marisa Wojcik

Paul Palmquist and Annette Johnson rest from their walk March 24 to Eau Claire’s L.E. Phillips Memorial Public Library. Despite the number of 
homeless who spend time at the library during the day, there are little to no resources or programming for them there. 

Services/Homeless population growing
from Page 1A

A man blows into a Breathalyzer in the entrance of the Sojourner House shelter in Eau Claire. Anyone entering 
the downtown shelter, either for a meal and a shower or to spend the night, must be alcohol-free. 

Rebecca and Ralph Dash spend 
much of their time shuffling around 
downtown Eau Claire. The couple 
has an assortment of mental and 
physical disabilities and struggle to 
stay on their feet. They have stayed 
at the Sojourner House shelter on 
and off since fall 2011.

Every bed 
at the 
shelter 
was 
occupied 
on this 
cold 
March 
evening. 
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Health/Mental illness common opponent
“The mental health part of the 

homeless equation is huge,” said 
Sue Howe, program supervisor 
with Positive Avenues, an Eau 
Claire drop-in center for people 
with mental health issues that 
is overseen by Lutheran Social 
Services. “So many homeless 
people are dealing with one 
mental health issue or another. 
We see lots of it here.”

Mental disorders tend to not 
only make people more likely 
to become homeless but often 
prevent them from carrying out 
essential aspects of basic care, 
officials at Eau Claire agencies 
that serve the city’s homeless 
population said. Homeless peo-
ple with mental health issues 
often remain homeless for lon-
ger than their counterparts who 
aren’t mentally ill. They have 
a tougher time landing jobs 
and often are in worse physi-
cal health. They also tend to 
have more run-ins with the law, 
prompting stints in jail and fines 
that make the climb from home-
lessness even more daunting. 

“When you’re homeless and 
living on the edge, any one thing 
can really set you back,” said 
Kelly Christianson, executive 
director of the Beacon House 
shelter that provides beds and 
services to homeless families. 
“Then, when you add the mental 
health issues many of these peo-
ple deal with, it makes every-
thing more difficult.”

M
any people with men-
tal health problems 
turn to drugs and alco-
hol to dull their sor-

rows, often becoming addicted 
in the process. Others do it sim-
ply to cope with their desperate 
situations.

Christopher Sperry and his 
girlfriend, Lisa Sundberg, lost 
their home in December after 
Sundberg convinced Sperry to 
give up dealing drugs. The cou-
ple decided to give up the mari-
juana and methamphetamine 
they used too. Or at least they 
tried to.

When times got tough last 
winter, or when Sperry, 29, and 
Sundberg, 31, felt like having a 
good time amid the struggles of 
homelessness, they periodically 
fell back to their old ways, going 
on drug-fueled benders. One of 
them lasted for three days, they 
acknowledged.

“We were bangin’ it, partying 
hard,” the affable Sperry said.

They weren’t the only ones. 
On various occasions in recent 
months small packs of the city’s 
homeless population gath-
ered outside the building near 
Banbury Place that houses 
The Community Table, a soup 
kitchen, and Positive Avenues, 
a mental health drop-in center, 
inhaling drugs to get high, oth-
erwise known as huffing. One 
early March evening a woman 
stood in the shadows of a build-
ing along Galloway Street, 
injecting heroin into her arm.

Larry Coleman, who came to 
Wisconsin 14 years ago to escape 
the drug-infested Chicago neigh-
borhood he called home and now 
volunteers at Positive Avenues,  
acknowledged periodic drug 
use outside the building. He and 
others at the agency work with 
police to discourage the activity.           

“A lot of these people strug-
gle with mental illness,” said 
Coleman, 58, “and they’re des-
perate for an escape from their 
problems. So they use drugs and 
alcohol to quiet their minds.”

N
ever mind his shaggy, 
shoulder-length hair. 
Never mind his scruffy 
beard or missing teeth. 

Fred Stephens is a friendly 
sort, the kind of guy who ami-
cably greets those around him, 
the sort who extends his arm 
for a handshake and asks, with 
a smile and glint in his eye, how 
you’re doing.

But Stephens, 59, who has 
spent most of the past 15 years 
homeless in Eau Claire, has 
another side, a side that sends 
him spiraling into soul-searing 
sadness as he contemplates the 
parts of his oftentimes difficult 
past he’d just as soon forget. 

His mind floods with 
thoughts of the hateful ver-
bal abuse he has endured. He 
recoils with shame and dis-
gust at the physical and sexual 
assaults of his youth. He has dif-
ficulty determining reality from 
imagined events. He is burdened 
with opportunities squandered 
after he was discharged from 
the Army and spent the next 
decade or so as a street musician 
playing along Hennepin Avenue 
in Minneapolis, ingesting and 
smoking and shooting up nearly 
every drug that came along. 

Sometimes Stephens’ mind 
just plain doesn’t work right, 
having been damaged by drugs 
and alcohol. 

“I took hundreds of acid trips,” 
he said. “I did so many drugs I 
can’t begin to remember it all. A 
lot of that is just a big blur.”

In Stephens’ worst moments 
— those times when the 
thoughts in his mind swirl out 
of control, mixing in fuzzy pat-
terns like a helter-skelter kalei-
doscope, when the horrors and 
failures of his past come to visit 
like uninvited ghosts — he con-
templates leaving this life for 
another place.

“Sometimes I imagine myself 
going into another world and 
I don’t care if I come back,” 
Stephens said.

B
leak as it seems, 
attempted suicides 
aren’t uncommon among 
Eau Claire’s homeless 

residents. 
During this winter and spring 

several among the city’s home-
less population told the Leader-
Telegram they attempted to 
overdose on prescription drugs 
and were hospitalized after 
doing so. At least one homeless 

man bedeviled by addiction died 
of a drug overdose.

Unable to cope with being 
homeless after being kicked out 
of her apartment Dec. 31, and 
battling a history of mental and 
emotional instability, Annette 
Johnson overdosed on prescrip-
tion drugs multiple times during 
the past four months, wind-
ing up in Eau Claire’s Sacred 
Heart Hospital. She took too 
many drugs, she said, to ensure 
her removal from the Sojourner 
House shelter where she strug-
gled to stay. But she took them for 
another reason as well, she said.

“My life is a mess,” Johnson, 
49, said one cloudy April day. 
“Sometimes I don’t see any 
hope. I don’t see a way out of my 
troubles and I just want to end 
it all.”

This year wasn’t the first time 
Johnson tried to take her own 
life. In October 2012 she and 
her partner, Paul Palmquist, 
52, decided to end their lives 
together. They ingested way too 
many prescription drugs and lay 
down together to die.

The duo survived, barely. 
Palmquist required a couple of 
months to learn to walk again. 
He still walks with an awkward 
gait.

“I’m glad I lived, but it’s not 
like my life has gotten any eas-
ier,” a downcast Palmquist said 
recently. 

Other Eau Claire homeless citi-
zens admitted they contemplate 
killing themselves in their darkest 
moments. One frigid late-March 
day after he was shown the door 
at Sojourner House the previ-
ous night because the shelter was 
packed beyond capacity, John 
Lawton sat at the Perkins res-
taurant on Eau Claire’s east side, 
wondering whether he should 
drink himself to death.

Lawton, 39, had tried it before. 
One day in his mid-20s he con-
sumed liquor until his vision 
blurred and he blacked out. 
He woke up in a hospital bed, 
lucky to be breathing. Last sum-
mer Lawton pondered another 
deadly drinking binge but 
decided against it.

“I decided to stay alive, at 
least for now,” he said. 

  

K
irk Brown knows how 
depression and extreme 
anxiety can prompt sui-
cidal thoughts. Suffering 

from bipolar and post traumatic 
stress disorders and depression, 
the 21-year Navy veteran tried 
to kill himself by overdosing on 
OxyContin in January 2010 after 
he lost his job and his wife left 
him, taking the couple’s daugh-
ter with her. 

Four years later, Brown, who 
relocated from Fort Atkinson 
to Eau Claire, is alive. He has 
struggled since trying to kill 
himself, receiving mental health 
diagnoses and staying at veter-
ans hospitals for counseling and 
treatment. Sometimes he takes 
medications to treat his mental 
illnesses. Sometimes he doesn’t.

Brown eventually made his 
way to Eau Claire, where he 
worked at American Phoenix 
before losing that job, and a place 
to live, in June 2012. He wound 
up at the Sojourner House shelter 
for a time before moving in with a 
friend in August. 

These days, things are looking 
up for Brown, at least a little. 

“It’s taken some time, but I’ve 
been able to renew my spirit a 
bit,” Brown said. “Now I’m try-
ing to find a job. I’m trying to 
get my life back.”

S
tephens is trying to get a 
grip on his life too, or, as 
he calls it, “get on the good 
side.” But doing so has 

proven challenging.
He said he was diagnosed 

with seven mental illnesses 15 
years ago when he arrived in 
Eau Claire for treatment after 
he found himself staring down 
the business end of an assault 
rifle one summer day in 1999 
at his rural Phillips property in 
northern Wisconsin. Authorities 
broke into his house and 
arrested him for joining forces 
with Milwaukee drug lords and 
growing lots of marijuana.    

“Getting busted for dealing 
drugs was the best thing that 
ever happened to me,” Stephens 
said. “It started me on the path 
to living a better life.”

That doesn’t mean the last 15 
years have been smooth sailing 
for Stephens. His story is one 
filled with more ups and downs 
than a roller coaster ride, more 
twists and turns than a soap 
opera plot. 

He has been in and out of 
alcohol and drug treatment 
repeatedly. He’s had an unend-
ing number of psychological 
evaluations and counseling ses-
sions. He’s had continued run-
ins with law enforcement as he 
struggles to live the straight and 
narrow life. In early February he 
violated terms of his probation 
when he was disorderly with 
police who found him in posses-
sion of marijuana. On April 28 
he was cited for having an open 
alcohol container on the streets. 

“It’s in and out, in and out,” 
Stephens said. “It’s a cycle for 
me. I use and then I get healthy 
again, then I use. It’s really a 
horrible life.” 

For the past decade-and-a-half, 
Stephens hasn’t had a house of his 
own. He estimates taxpayers have 
spent about $1.5 million for his 
care during that time.

Still, Stephens hasn’t given up 
hope, not completely. He wants 
to speak to high-schoolers and 
others about the dangers of 
alcohol and drugs. He wants to 
educate them about the life he 
has lived. He wants to help them 
take a different path.

“I want to make a positive dif-
ference somehow,” he said. “I 
don’t want to screw up again. I’m 
getting too old for that kind of 
thing. I’m running out of time.”

Rebecca and 
Ralph Dash’s 
four-wheeled 
walker holds 
a mound of 
blankets and 
supplies. 
The couple 
struggles to 
find housing in 
part because 
of their mental 
health issues. 

Staff photos 
by Marisa 
Wojcik

from Page 1A

Paul Palmquist, 
an Eau Claire 

homeless man, 
waits for a friend 
outside Positive 

Avenues, a mental 
health drop-in 

center in the city.

Fred 
Stephens 
sips hot 
coffee and 
describes 
his struggles 
with mental 
health on 
a Sunday 
morning 
in March 
in “The 
Garage,” 
a warming 
house behind 
Valleybrook 
Church. The 
space along 
Graham 
Avenue 
is one of 
the few 
indoor sites 
available 
to them on 
weekends. 

Statistics show 1 of every 4 homeless people 
in the U.S. is diagnosed with a serious mental 
illness. Others struggle with less-obvious but 
still-debilitating mental health issues that make 
escaping homelessness especially challenging.

PUTTING IT TOGETHER
Julian Emerson,

the Leader-Telegram’s
assistant local news
editor, wrote this se-
ries. julian.emerson@
ecpc.com. 715-830-
5911.

Marisa Wojcik,
a Leader-Telegram
photojournalist, took 
photos and produced 
video for this series. 
marisa.wojcik@ecpc.
com. 715-833-9213.
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Top: Dan Korn 
tunes his guitar 
in between 
songs at The 
Mousetrap 
on March 9. 
Korn frequents 
venues near 
and far to play 
his music.

Left: Korn 
sings, “Me, I’m 
just a man,” 
from one of his 
original songs.

View more 
photos on 
Page 2E.

 Left: Rebecca 
Dash works on 
a cross-stitch 
“rainbow” 
coaster at  
the Sojourner 
House shelter 
on Feb. 26.

Top: Old, 
empty pill 
bottles once 
holding her 
medication 
now store 
her yarn and 
needles.

Right: Dash 
works her way 
around the 
edge of her 
canvas with 
multicolored 
yarn.

“To this day, I haven’t “To this day, I haven’t 
ever really been paid for ever really been paid for 

my records.”my records.”
   — Dan Korn   — Dan Korn

“It’s something to do, keeps me calm from all the stress. “It’s something to do, keeps me calm from all the stress. 
When I’m cross-stitching I think happy thoughts. I got to When I’m cross-stitching I think happy thoughts. I got to 

think happy thoughts when I’m doing this.”think happy thoughts when I’m doing this.”
          — Rebecca Dash          — Rebecca Dash

Surviving the streets

 L
iving homeless is 
filled with uncertain-
ty, even for the hard-

est of hearts. But “feeling 
at home” can be a relative 
term. When the unyield-
ing pressures of life seem 
too tough to bear, solace 
is found in the quietest of 
moments. 
When his schizophrenia 

becomes overwhelming, 
Dan Korn retreats to the 
refurbished bus he calls 
home and creates music.
When her anger and de-

pression begin to billow 
up, Rebecca Dash picks 
up a needle, yarn and a 
plastic canvas. She doesn’t 
think and lets her creativ-
ity take over.

 Photos and text by Marisa Wojcik



Above and right: 
Two residents play 
cribbage in the 
shelter’s dining 
room one night in 
late February. They 
display their copper 
jewelry, which they 
wear for its spiritual 
significance in the 
Hmong culture.

 Upon entering into 
this project, reporter Ju-
lian Emerson and photo-
journalist Marisa Wojcik 
had a main focus in 
mind: How do you sur-
vive the severely cold 
streets, day after day, 
not knowing where you 
will lay your head for the 
night? Especially with 
some nights being so 
cold that physical dam-
age could happen to the 
human body if exposed 
long enough.

Amidst the chill out-
side, we found mo-
ments of warmth inside.

Of course, the So-
journer House shelter 
sees more extremes 
than the average Eau 
Claire home: residents 
given the boot because 
there aren’t enough 
beds, because they 
started a fight, because 
they are not sober or be-
cause law enforcement 
needs to get involved.

But in many cases, 
if you spend evenings 
at the shelter, you also 
see the other end of the 

spectrum — younger 
residents giving up their 
beds to the more frag-
ile, older residents and 
heading out into the 
subzero night air.

A typical night at the 
shelter probably re-
flects the atmosphere 
of many homes in the 
area: eating dinner, 
watching television, 
talking about the weath-
er, playing cards, having 
petty arguments, read-
ing, praying, enjoying 
camaraderie or spend-
ing time with someone 
you love.

Throughout our work 
on this project, we 
learned about some 
of the factors that can 
contribute to being 
homeless. Some are 
unpredictable and un-
controllable, while oth-
ers are the products of 
bad decisions.

Whatever the rea-
sons, the growing 
numbers of homeless 
people are a reality of 
our community.

— Marisa Wojcik

A Division of Erv Smith Services, Inc.

MyFire.com • 836-8372

Wood, Gas & Electric
Fireplaces, Inserts & Stoves

713619  7-5-13

Your Home Town Health Care Company

GRACE HOME RESPIRATORY, INC.
715-832-7377     TOLL FREE 877-230-1622

E-mail: mark@ghr-ec.com    www.ghr-ec.com
2204 N. Hillcrest Pkwy • Suite 2 • Altoona, WI 54720

 4-WHEELED WALKERS

$150
OFFER ENDS 5/31/14

741514
5-4-14

MAY SPECIAL

Discover the Garden Market at 
LOWES CREEK TREE FARM
Area’s Largest Selection of Trees, Shrubs & Perennials.

• Maples
• Fruit Trees
•  Flowering 

Crabapples
• Garden Décor

And Much More!

May Hours:
Mon. - Sat. 9-6

Sun. 11-6

DIRECTIONS: Hwy 93 South - 4 miles from I-94 
to Cedar Rd. Then Right on Cedar 1 mile to Lowes 

Creek Rd. Then Left 1 mile to farm. Watch for signs.

742152_5-6-14 715-878-4166

SPRING SALESPRING SALE
20% off potted shade 

& ornamental trees, 
thru Memorial Daythru Memorial Day

•  Landscape Design 
& Planting Services

•  Large Evergreen 
Tree Spading

Our 23rd Year!

Up to 

25%
OFF

All Laminate 

Hardwood & Vinyl

ALL PERGO, QUICKSTEP, 
ALLOC LAMINATE ON SALE! 

FREE PADDINGFREE PADDING

CERAMIC • HARDWOOD • LAMINATE • VINYL
2821 E. Hamilton Ave. • Hamilton Square

(Behind Sharp One Hour Photo) 715.839.8048
OPEN: M-F 9-5 • Sat. 10-3740968 4-24-14

Free

Estimates

ProfessionalInstallationAvailable

Up to 50%
OFFAll Remnants & Area Rugs

ON ALL CARPET PURCHASES 
• MOHAWK • SHAW

• STAINMASTER • SMARTSTRAND
All prior sales excluded.

VACUUMS
NEW - USED - REPAIRS - ALL BRANDS

715-835-8663 Melby Exit 92 off Bypass
BADGER STATE ENTERPRISES, INC.

740419_4-17-14

Left: Paul 
Palmquist carries 
a copy of “Our 
Daily Bread,” 
a Christian 
scripture 
publication, 
in his pocket 
wherever he 
goes. Palmquist 
reunited with 
his faith after 
attempting 
suicide with his 
partner two years 
ago.

 A resident at Sojourner House takes a photo with his cellphone just outside of the men’s dormitory in the shelter.

Surviving
the streets

ABOUT THIS PROJECT

Christopher Sperry and Lisa Sundberg drink tea 
late one March night at the shelter and make 
comments about photos they took of themselves 
when they slept overnight in the downtown Eau 
Claire parking ramp.

PHOTOS BY
MARISA WOJCIK

www.leadertelegram.com

SCHOOL LUNCH 
MENU

Direct Mail • 715-833-9224

Fresh footprints 
lead away from 
the shelter toward 
the street at 7 
a.m. March 19. 
The shelter closes 
its doors for the 
majority of the day 
and doesn’t open 
again until 7 p.m.

Above and lower right: Kathy Miar reads a chapter from Matthew out of the Bible on Feb. 26 at the Sojourner House shelter 
in Eau Claire. Miar works 10 hours a week cleaning at a hotel near downtown Eau Claire but doesn’t make enough money to 
afford her own place. She stays at the shelter with her 23-year-old son.
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