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Local couple raises Sweet Talkin’ Treats to new heights
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Hannah Otten puts the final 
touches on a Sweet Talkin’ 
Treats wedding cake. Story on 
page 22
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There is nothing more fun to write about then when you come across people who are 
passionate about what they love. It can be a hobby, a vocation, kindness to others or even 
a fondness for Mom while growing up.

The spring edition of Family & Friends is packed with stories about the people who really 
care deeply about what they do. It starts with today’s cover story, Logan Hanson’s profile 
of the couple who have turned a dream into Watertown reality by opening a bakery, and 
also Ed Zagorski’s story about a man who began his life communicating with the world via 
shortwave radio long before anyone had even heard of the internet. Sometimes history is 
what drives people. Pam Chickering Wilson’s story about one man’s love of model trains 
and even antique farming equipment is written in a similar vein as a story written by some 
students from Maranatha Baptist University that looks fondly at the band that traces its 
roots back to the time of the Civil War.

Sometimes that zeal takes on a more caring tone. Steve Sharp’s tale turns the tired 
cliche about motorcycle groups on its head, showing how one Jefferson County group has 
embraced the plight of abused children and has made it a mission to reach out to help kids 
who are in a tough place. Diane Graff’s story is also about giving: A Watertown man is one 
of the leading donors in this area, having given 25 gallons of blood dating back some 60 
years. 

And to put a little frosting on the cake of these stories of passion, Wilson tells the tale of 
a Juneau author who provided a little Chicken Soup for the Soul by getting her story about 
her mother published in that well-known anthology series.

One of the best things about our quarterly magazine is that it gives us time to explore 
fascinating people. We hope you have found as much enjoyment in reading about these 
passionate people as we did in writing about them. We trust you will find this edition a good 
way to pass the time with a cup of Joe and a warm fire until warm weather is upon us.

Scott Peterson

Managing Editor
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Watertown man’s train 
hobby picks up speed

By Pam Chickering Wilson
Family & Friends

Watertown train collector 
Harvey Ziemer has always 
felt an attraction to tracks — 

and everything that runs on them.
Since he began collecting, the mod-

el railroad enthusiast has filled his 
home, basement, yard and two large 
outbuildings with elaborate displays 
of miniature trains and tracks, and he 
loves to share his hobby with others.

That’s what brought Ziemer and his 
seven-level traveling train display to 
Wisconsin Farm Technology Days last 
summer, and that’s what led him to 
open up his yard to visitors during the 
month of December, to allow others to 
experience the delight he finds in the 
miniature trains.

Ziemer, a retired farmer still living on 
a portion of his family’s multigenera-
tional farm just north of Watertown, 
started collecting with a G-gauge set.

One single train and tracks just 
spurred on his enthusiasm, howev-
er. Soon he was the proud owner of PAM CHICKERING WILSON

Harvey Ziemer of rural Watertown is a railroad enthusiast and model train col-
lector. His enthusiasm for “all things train” even leaks over into his tractor shed, 
where a homemade “railroad crossing” sign created from parts stands amidst a 
row of Massey Ferguson tractors, which he also collects.
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multiple trains and train accesso-
ries, and the collection has only 
grown since.

“It got out of hand,” he admitted 
with a smile.

He has trains in various sizes, 
or “gauges” to use model train 
parlance.

Train gauge is a size measure-
ment referring to the distance 
between the outside rails of the 
track, measured from the interior.

Life-size would be “standard 
gauge,” measuring 4 feet, 8 1/2 
inches inside the rails.

Z gauge, the smallest model 
trains, measure 0.25 inch in-
side the rails. N gauge measure 
0.375”, HO gauge 0.625”, S 
gauge 0.875”, O gauge 1.25”, and 
G gauge 1.75”.

Most of Ziemer’s pieces are “O” 
or “G” gauge.

He has personally assembled all 
of the displays, putting together 
the train rails, setting up the set 
pieces, and in many cases, build-
ing the structures on which the 
trains run.

His displays have been show-
cased around the area, from 
the Watertown Dairy Breakfast 
to Madison train shows to the 
Dodge County Antique Power 
Show to Ixonia Vintage Tractor 
Club events.

Ziemer farmed until 1996, and 
then he sold his farming oper-
ating, building the house where 
he now lives on a corner of the 
old farmstead. The historic fam-
ily home is now occupied by his 
son.

After retiring from farming, 
Ziemer went to work for a cheese 
company for a while. When the 
local cheese plant closed, he 
moved to the company’s oper-

ations in Marshfield and when 
that plant was sold, he served as 
a field operator in Illinois.

Now he’s fully retired and has 
more time to devote to his hob-
bies, which include collecting 
Massey Ferguson tractors as well 
as model trains.

His train displays started out 
relegated to the lower level of 
his home, in the well-appointed 

walk-out basement. But naturally, 
they expanded from there, mov-
ing into the upper portion of the 
house, the former machine sheds 
and into the yard.

Ziemer’s seven-layer traveling 
train display is about as big as 
a mid-size car and twice as tall, 
featuring a helix of tracks inside 
another helix.

“Designing it was the hardest 
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part,” Ziemer said. “I made all of the 
supports first. Then I got a little dis-
couraged and it was a year later be-
fore I picked up the project again.”

Once he’d finished the outside struc-
ture, Ziemer showed his work to some 
friends, who suggested he had enough 
space to fit another whole helix inside. 
So he built a second structure to fit in-
side the first, using a skid loader with a 
boom to placing the new piece inside 
the surrounding structure.

“Then the top looked ugly, so I built 
the top level to go on top of the rest,” 
he said.

Big as it is, the double-helix display 
represents just a small fraction of 
Ziemer’s train collection.

Right now, the traveling display takes 
up a place of pride near the front of 
one of Ziemer’s spacious machine 
sheds, but the intricate displays contin-
ue into the back room of the shed and 
two rooms in an upper level.

One display, featuring an upside 
-down Christmas tree, had a prime 
spot at Watertown’s old-fashioned 
“Market” shopping mall in holiday sea-
sons past.

Several sets incorporate summer 
scenes with carnivals or fairs.

One upstairs display includes a scale 
model of both Ziemer’s own house 
and the original farmhouse his family 
has occupied since 1882 and where 
his son lives now, along with all of the 
farm buildings.

Another upstairs display includes a 
Green Bay Packers-themed model train 
running around a model of the Pack-
ers’ stadium, filled with tiny figures of 
people.

Ziemer said his wife Jean, helped out 
in preparing and setting up all of the 
figures to go into the stadium.

“It was hard to find enough people 
to fill that up,” he said. “Usually they 
come on cards with 4-5 people.”

PAM CHICKERING WILSON
Harvey Ziemer of rural Watertown is a massive railroad enthusiast and model train collector. 
His collection includes an outdoor garden display with lights. TOP: Ziemer stands by the a 
massive display with a carnival in the foreground. MIDDLE: Ziemer created this model of the 
Green Bay Packers’ stadium, with assistance from his wife Jean, who helped with all of the 
little people. BOTTOM: A portion of the train display in the Ziemers’ basement.



SPRING 2020 | Family & Friends  9

“We had to scarf these up every 
place we went,” Jean added.

Another display incorporates 
multiple tunnels on multiple 
levels, where trains run into the 
side of a carefully constructed 
mountain.

Ziemer said he loves to run the 
trains, but even more than that, 
he loves the design challenge 
that comes with every new sce-
nario he comes up with.

Outside, the Ziemers’ large, 
garden-gauge trains run through 
landscaping and seasonal dec-
orations, with a gazebo in the 
background.

This garden train set and gaze-
bo even provided the backdrop 
for a son’s wedding a few years 
back. Ziemer said one of the 
highlights for him was running 
the set-up — which included a 
“Just Married” sign,” after the cer-

emony was complete.
At Christmastime, the outdoor 

set and the surrounding trees are 
intertwined with light and holi-
day decorations.

“This may be the last year we 
do the lights outside,” Ziemer 
said. “We’re getting older and 
that’s getting hard to do.”

Ziemer said of all of the piec-
es he owns, his favorite is a 
G-gauge “Big Boy,” the biggest 
theme engine ever built.

“They also make a version of 
this train with live steam, but 
that’s out of my realm,” he said.

As his collection has grown, 
Ziemer has welcomed lots of 
tour groups through his property, 
many of them from area tractor 
or antique equipment collectors’ 
organizations.

For the last several years, he 
has welcomed the public to see 

his outdoor Christmas display, in 
which model trains are a central 
feature.

“I love to see people come 
through and enjoy what I’ve built 
— especially all the kids,” he said.

“I’ve had a lot of people come 
through year after year because 
it’s impossible to see it all on one 
visit,” he said.

While he has the seasonal 
display up, he has also tried to 
collect money to benefit an area 
charity, from the food pantry to 
Watertown historical society to 
the Watertown Recreation and 
Outreach Center for teens.

In 2015, his property was fea-
tured in the Watertown Parade of 
Homes, and the extensive 
collections drew lots of 
positive comments from 
visitors.

Advent 
Christian
Church

Come out of the cold 
& into the warmth of 

our fellowship! 

213 S 8TH STREET, 
WATERTOWN WI

OFFICE: (920) 261-4237 

CELL: (920) 285-1551 
RAYBEZANSON@SBCGLOBAL.NET

WORSHIP: 10am Sunday 

Reverend Ray Bezanson

Love Jesus, Love People, Meet Needs.

Crossroads Community Church
9:19am Sunday

111 South St., Johnson Creek, WI
(877) 357-8458

www.thecrossroadsjc.church
@thecrossroadsjc

Pastor Joe Potuznik

EBENEZER 

MORAVIAN CHURCH

N8095 High Road, 
Watertown,WI 53094

(920) 206-0222 
www.ebenezermoravianchurch.org

“We exist to provide a safe 
haven for all to worship Christ 

and grow together in faith.”

WORSHIP SCHEDULE

Adult Sunday School 8:45am - 9:45am    

Worship 10:00am   

Sunday School (Pre-K – Middle School) 10:15am

Connecting Souls to 
Christ at the Crossroads 

of our Community

Worship: Sunday 8:00 a.m. & 10:30 a.m.

W4661 County Hwy MM 
PO Box 115

Lebanon, Wisconsin 

(920) 925-3547 

St. Peter’s Lutheran 
Church (LCMS)

www.stpeterso�lebanonwi.org 
secretary@stpeterso�lebanonwi.org

Saint Mark’s
Lutheran Church

6th & Jones

God’s Word & Jesus 
Christ as our Savior

Wed PM @ 7 

Sat PM @ 6 

Sun AM @ 7:30, 9, 10:45

Thousands of people serving 

Watertown for 165 years



10  Family & Friends | SPRING 2020

By Ed Zagorski
Family & Friends

In a time when social media 
platforms are often criticized 
more for their divisiveness than 

praised for their ability to bring peo-
ple together, a Watertown resident 
is tapping into a different network 
to forge connections worldwide.

Denny Berg, 66, of Watertown 
said ham radios place an individ-
ual one twist of a dial or tap of a 
touchscreen away from the rush 
that comes from meaningful chat 
with people on the other side of the 
globe. He was licensed by the Fed-
eral Communications Commission  
in 1970 will hit the 50-year mark as 
a ham operator this month.

“It crosses all barriers of careers, 
of families, of different social envi-
ronments, of different cultures,” said 
Berg, who goes by the radio call 
sign, WB9MSM.

Area ham radio 
operator on airwaves 

for 50 years

ED ZAGORSKI
TOP: Denny Berg is all smiles as he sits in his Watertown 
ham radio shack. LEFT: A young Denny Berg of Watertown 
shows off one of his first ham radio devices.
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Ham radios were originally an-
alog, operated using Morse code. 
As technology evolved, they 
became voice operated, and now 
digital technology is used.

He said his interest in ham radi-
os started with his neighbor, Bill 
Bailey, who was spotted putting 
up a quad antenna, which is 
commonly used by ham opera-
tors.

“Everything started with Bill 
and I was not a CB operator,” 
Berg said. “I never really got into 
shortwave listening. All I ever 
been was a ham operator.”

Citizens band or CB is a public, 
two-way personal radio service 
of limited range. Ham has the 
ability for worldwide transmis-
sion while CB can only transmit 
for a couple of miles. Ham is 
a nickname for amateur radio 
transmission.

Berg said he and two other 
friends, with Bailey’s help, be-
came licensed to operate ham 
radios at the age of 15 or 16.

“One of my friends is still li-
censed. We had a lot of fun in 
those early days,” he said. “Just 
to make a contact with another 
ham operator was really neat.”

During his humble beginnings 
in ham radio, Berg said he would 
contact his friends and other indi-
viduals in the U.S. and even ham 
operators in Canada.

He admitted ham did boost his 
interest in the operation side, but 
not in electronics.

“When I graduated from high 
school here in Watertown I 
decided to to go to the Brown 
Institute of Broadcasting in Min-
neapolis,” Berg said. “I thought I 
was destined to become a broad-
caster.”

He said he attended school 
there and enjoyed it, but said 
learning to become a broadcast-
er was mostly about learning 
how to sell air time.

“They really stressed how to 
put together commercials, and it 
was very commercialized,” Berg 
said. “I was thinking it was very 
different. It certainly was not like 
a clock radio. It was, ‘Hey. You 
have to sell air time’ and that’s 
what we did.”

Berg said he became disenfran-
chised with broadcasting and 
joined the U.S. Navy, where he 
became a hospital corpsman.

“I was a medic,” he said. “I went 
through boot camp at the Great 
Lakes Naval Recruit Station and 
I ended up in San Diego, where 
I was stationed at a naval hospi-
tal.”

He was also was stationed at 
Pearl Harbor and then Kaneohe 
Bay, Hawaii, with the U.S. Ma-
rines.

After spending four years in the 
U.S. Navy and being honorably 
discharged, he attended Univer-
sity of Wisconsin-Whitewater 
and graduated with a degree 
in business administration with 
a major emphasis in human 
resources. Shortly after gradua-

tion, he landed a position with a 
Johnson Creek company, where 
he worked in human resources 
for 25 years before retiring. Cur-
rently, he serves as a substitute 
teacher at the high school for the 
Watertown Unified School Dis-
trict.

But Berg never gave up on his 
passion for ham radio operation.

“I love the fact that I can come 
down to my ham radio shack 
and your antenna is all you have 
and you hear stations and can 
transmit the stations with the an-
tenna you have,” he said. “You’re 
not going through the internet 
or anything of that nature. It’s 
the real magic of radio and the 
antenna. It’s quite captivating. It 
really makes you excited, I feel 
anyway. I enjoy it very much. It’s 
in my blood.”
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“

”

It’s the real magic 
of radio and the 

antenna. It’s quite 
captivating. It really 
makes you excited, 

I feel anyway. I 
enjoy it very much. 

It’s in my blood.
Denny Berg
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Berg said the hobby is more accessible 
than ever thanks to lower-priced hand-
held radios, computer and smartphone 
radio apps that route signals through 
the internet, and portable antenna sys-
tems. Those things also expand overall 
communication capabilities for the die-
hards who have extensive professional 
equipment in their homes, like Berg’s 
elaborate multi-radio and multi-antenna 
rig.

Digital logbooks and sites like QRZ.
com make it easier to track any ham’s 
connections if you have their location or 
call sign, but for some ham operators, 
like Berg, the real proof of proficiency 
and reach is measured by how many 
postcards one has, according to Berg.

To commemorate connection, it’s com-
mon practice for operators to exchange 
postcards, a friendly and tangible exam-
ple of the hobby’s familial nature.

The really valuable cards are those 
from small countries and those that 
have communication challenges.

Berg has more than 20,000 contacts 
with over 3,000 QSL cards. He said in 
ham radio a contact is called a QSO. He 
has made contact with 325 countries.

“I’ve been in contact with all 50 states 
and countries all over the world,” he 
said.

Berg also made brief contact with 
the Soviet MIR Space Station as it flew 
across the globe.

CONTRIBUTED
A wall enclosing a portion of Denny Berg’s ham radio shack has a display of the many 
cards he collected in his 50 years of talking with other ham radio operators across the 
U.S. and the globe. 
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“The contact was very brief,” he 
said. “It was basically, ‘How are 
you doing?’ followed by a short 
response because the window to 
catch the space station was so 
small. Plus, you have other ham 
radio operators trying to do the 
contact the space station. It was 
fascinating to reach a Russian 
space station from my home in 
Watertown. Ham radio offers so 
much. It is mind blowing. You 
can reach so many people. Mind 
blowing.”

Worldwide, North Korea is the 
white whale because only a few 
hams have successfully made 
contact with the restrictive coun-
try in the last 40 years, according 
to Berg.

He is also active in the Water-
town Amateur Radio Club, which 
has members from across Dodge 
and Jefferson counties. Berg said 
it was first founded in 1982. The 
group has around 35 members 
which come from all over includ-
ing Pardeeville, Deerfield, Fort At-
kinson, Hartland, Oconomowoc, 
and, of course, Watertown.

What excites Berg most about 
ham radio is the technology.

“Technology is going at light-
ning speed,” he said. “The advent 
of the computer and the ham ra-
dio is such a great fit together. It’s 
a good marriage. The technology 
is phenomenal. If you can dream 
it, you can do it, especially with 
today’s technology. The equip-
ment is out there to use.”

He said once an individual has 
his or her first license, most hams 
find it best to start with simple 
equipment and grow over time. 
It usually costs less than $200 
to get one’s own first radio and 
start talking to other hams. Many 

ham radio flea markets are held 
all over the country that sell 
good used equipment for even 
less.

He joked that ham radio is the 
original internet.

“To new or returning hams, I’d 
say one can embrace a lot of 
different things and come into it 
with an open mind that you’re 
anxious to learn,” Berg said. “I 

say that in only one sense that 
there’s a lot of opportunities 
in amateur radio for different 
modes and different types of op-
eration. I look at amateur radio 
as an opportunity to learn some-
thing new.”

Anyone interested in joining the 
Watertown Amateur Radio Club, 
is invited to call Denny at 
920-262-0880.
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Historic band uses music 
to breathe life into past
You’re at an elegant harvest ball in 

1864, and the First Brigade Band 
begins playing a polka, the opening 

performance of the event. You walk onto 
the dance floor with your partner, executing 
spins and slides that were the norm for the 
era.

Suddenly you see a Union soldier enter the 
dance floor with a plush baby carrier bear-
ing the brand name “Chicco.” The illusion is 
ruined. Instantly you are reminded you’re 
in the 21st century and modern-day Water-
town.

But there’s little wonder you felt like you 
were courting during the Civil War. Every-
thing at Watertown’s First Brigade Band Har-
vest Ball is authentic. From the refurbished 
1860’s instruments to the flowing ladies’ 
gowns 6 feet in diameter, history is embed-
ded in this band and its music.

The band’s heritage reaches as far back as 
1864, and its accomplishments and per-
formances are national. But the home of 
the First Brigade Band is right here in Wa-
tertown. It is here that these 80 volunteer 
members meet to enjoy history and music in 
community events like their Harvest Ball. In 
members own words, the First Brigade Band 
is “making history live.”

The Story Behind the Band
“We were the only band mentioned among the 

many.”
– George T. Spaulding

Over the years, the First Brigade Band has 
had many names. But the name that has 
outlasted all others is the First Brigade Band 

of Brodhead, Wisconsin. With this name, the 
80 members carry with their instruments 
their rich heritage.

The First Brigade Band is one of the origi-
nal bands that played during the Civil War. 
Many of the band members are Civil War 
enthusiasts who enjoy bringing music and 
history back to life. Many are dedicated to 
dressing to look the part with period uni-
forms. But most of all, this band strives to 
preserve the treasure of culture and music 
that brought our soldiers together to restore 
our country’s liberty.

The Civil War ended over 150 years ago. 
How has an original Civil War band man-
aged to survive for so long?

The First Brigade Band is not just any Civil 
War band. It’s special because it is both 
local and national. It started right here in 
Wisconsin shortly before the war, and the 
band influenced the Civil War on and off the 
battlefield. Abraham Lincoln himself even 
had the pleasure of hearing the band at his 
own presidential debate against Stephen 
Douglas.

Ed Pierce, chief historian for the band, said, 
“When you think of the Civil War, you tend 
to focus on the regiments, the fighting lead-
ers from Lincoln on down, but in terms of 
historical entities, what this band did is be-
yond what even the Marine band in Wash-
ington D.C., which played for Lincoln all the 
time, did, in terms of being on the stage of 
history.”

In 1857, a group of self-taught musicians 
in Brodhead, Wisconsin, joined to play mu-
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sic together. Pierce said, “They 
formed this town band, and town 
bands were formed to bring 
culture to the community.” This 
band quickly rose to prominence. 
In 1858, it even won a local band 
contest in Beloit, Wisconsin.

A few years later when Abra-
ham Lincoln ran for president, 
the First Brigade Band performed 
at the Lincoln-Douglas debate 
in Freeport, Illinois. After Lincoln 
was elected president, the South 
seceded from the Union, and 
America went to war. The mu-
sicians in the band decided to 
serve in the Union military for a 
year as a band for the Wisconsin 
regiment, and they were as-
signed the Third Wisconsin Infan-
try out of Fond du Lac.

“That’s when the fuse was lit. 
That barrel of gunpowder ex-
ploded in 1861,” Pierce said.

Because the band was funded 
only by Union officers, it went 
broke within the next year. After 
Stonewall Jackson chased the 
Union soldiers out of the Shenan-
doah Valley in 1863, the musi-

cians disbanded. They now had 
no instruments and no money to 
buy more, so they went home, 
thinking the war would be over 
soon.

When the war had not ended 
by 1864, the First Brigade Band 
decided to re-enlist as musicians. 
They used their enlistment boun-
ty money to purchase brand-new 
German silver instruments as well 
as music books with selections 
to play for occasions like military 
balls, funerals, parades, campfires 
and more.

Finally, when the war ended, 
the town of Galena, Illinois, 
prepared for the return of its 
hometown hero, General Ulyss-
es S. Grant. As the town made 
parade plans, community mem-
bers remembered the First Bri-
gade Band’s talent and prestige 
and chose it to perform. But after 
this event, the music of the band 
would not be heard for decades.

The band was heard again 
briefly in 1933. The Chicago Tri-
bune sponsored a performance 
of the music of the First Brigade 

Band at the Chicago World’s Fair.
Fast forward to 1965, over 30 

years after the Chicago Tribune 
sponsored its music and nearly 
100 years after Grant’s return 
to his hometown after the war, 
and Galena again celebrated the 
memory of Grant’s joyous home-
coming. Galena wanted music 
to commemorate the event, but 
the First Brigade Band no longer 
existed. So Galena went to work 
recreating the instruments and 
music of that brass band.

But no one in Galena collect-
ed brass instruments from the 
Civil War era. The town finally 
contacted a man named Fred 
Benkovic from Milwaukee, who 
collected Civil War-era brass 
instruments and asked him if 
he could arrange an ensemble 
to play for them. Benkovic ac-
cepted Galena’s proposition and 
arranged an ensemble. He called 
this ensemble the First Brigade 
Band.

This concert in Galena was only 
meant to be a one-time event. 
But the band enjoyed performing 

CONTRIBUTED
The Original First Brigade Band from Brodhead, Wisconsin.
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so much, members they 
decided to continue. Mem-
bers funded their band 
by creating a foundation 
called the Heritage Mili-
tary Music Foundation.

“That is the driving force behind 
the band,” says David Ridgely, 
former bandmaster. “It owns 
the band; it is the framework in 
which the band exists, and it es-
tablishes the rules by which the 
band operates.”

Since then, the band has stayed 
alive, thanks to willing leader-
ship and musicians who both 
value the band’s musical and 
historical legacy. Over the years, 
the band has performed many 
indoor and outdoor concerts, 
lengthy parades in sweltering 
heat, ballroom dances with band 
accompaniment and bus tours to 
various states.

Today, the First Brigade Band 
rehearses in an unassuming, old 

church house known as 
Heritage Hall on Fourth 
Street in Watertown, Wis-
consin, a town they have 
called home since early 
in their re-assembly. By 
spreading the word and 
maintaining the quality of 
their music, costumes and 
dancing, the band hopes 
to reach the community, 
young and old, so the 
band can continue to 
flourish as it always has.

Even with all their accomplish-
ments and performances, the 
band’s most significant accom-
plishment is its perserverance. 
Through a war and through the 
years of losing members, the 
band has always found a way to 
continue performing and staying 

true to its original values.
“This consistency has always 

struck me as a Badger state se-
cret. I just cannot find anything 
that compares to it,” Pierce said.

The 19th century instruments 
of the First Brigade Band play a 
large part in making the band’s 
history come alive. The band has 
over 250 instruments straight 
from the 1800s in its collection. 
These big, worn, unique instru-
ments immediately catch any-
one’s eye. But how does some-
one come across an instrument 
from over 100 years ago?

Some of these instruments are 
donated. Some band members 
bring their own. Nancy Campbell, 
band member and instrument 
restorer, estimated 15% of the 
band’s collection is on loan from 
different museums and individu-
als. Yet, some are discovered in 
more unique ways.

CONTRIBUTED
TOP: An original Civil War horn was restored to its original appearance and now used by the First Bri-
gade Band. MIDDLE: An antique drum dating back to 1812 that was used at Fort McHenry is now owned 
by the First Brigade Band. BOTTOM: These are photos of horns before and after restoration by Nancy 
Cambpell.
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A nickel silver horn is a story 
in itself. While in the Twin Cities 
for a festival, the band spotted 
the old, battered horn in the 
window of a jeweler’s shop. The 
jeweler had found the instru-
ment discarded in a Dumpster, 
its bell crushed by garbage. The 
band received the horn on loan 
and, after a few years and a few 
grants, managed to restore the 
horn to its original beauty.

Like the nickel silver horn, 
many instruments arrive at the 
First Brigade Band in desperate 
need of care and restoration. 
Campbell answers the call. She 
had taken classes in college on 
how to make quick repairs on 
instruments. After briefly working 
for an instrument repair shop, 
she is now well-suited for her job.

Campbell’s most common re-
pairs involve fixing dents or leaks 
in the brass and replacing miss-
ing parts. These repairs take an 
eye for detail as well as plenty of 
patience.

“I usually would spend 20-30 
hours restoring a horn most of 
the time,” she said, noting that 
some require up to 200 hours of 
repairs.

Repairing and restoring these 
instruments is no easy job. In the 
1800s, no standard existed in 
creating instruments. Each one 

could have a different number 
and type of valves and even be 
a completely different shape, 
depending on the designer. This 
uniqueness of the instruments 
requires custom repairs for each 
one.

“It’s more groundwork than 
you’ll find on a weekly episode 
of CSI,” said Pierce. “It’s grunt 
work.” But the extra work is 
worth it for the First Brigade 
Band.

The band recognizes the value 
of playing these instruments for 
an audience instead of letting 
these relics sit behind glass in 
a museum. Seeing and hearing 
the instruments brings the past 
radically to life.

Purpose of the Band
“The purpose of the band is four-

fold. It is historical; it is musical; it is 
patriotic, and it is educational.”

-David Ridgely
If asked about the purpose of 

the First Brigade Band, probably 
every member of the band would 
give a different response.

“We’ve got people who don’t 
know anything about military 
history who are in this band,” 
Pierce said. “We’ve got people 
who are just interested in the 
horns or just interested in the 
music. Or just because this is a 
good family organization to be 
part of history, and they’re learn-
ing as they go, too.”

Ruth Polka, currently the lon-
gest member of the band, told 
the story of what got her in-
volved.

“I joined in 1966 right out of 
high school. My flute teacher 
at the time knew a gentleman 
named Fred Benkovic, who 
reconstituted the First Brigade 
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Band. And he says, ‘Fred needs 
somebody to play piccolo for one 
job.’ So I said, ‘Ok. Fine.’ And I 
went and I played, and 55 years 
later, here I am still playing,” Pol-
ka said.

For Polka, the draw was simply 
the bonding of the band.

“What caught on, I couldn’t say. 
But just the camaraderie of the 
people, the fun that we always 
had together. The jobs never 
seemed like jobs. They were al-
ways fun. We always had a good 
time,” she said.

Much of this camaraderie is 
evidenced in the jokes and 
pranks band members play on 
each other. Brian Volk, another 
long-time member of the band, 
remembered one such prank.

“We used to pass around Herbie 
the battle duck,” Volk said. “We’d 
keep him in a paper bag, and 

when a concert or parade ended, 
we’d try to pass him, without peo-
ple seeing him, into the trunk of 
a car, so they’d have Herbie. And 
Herbie just kept getting passed 
along. Well, one time, with our 
second director, I had Herbie in 
a paper bag, but I had two paper 
bags in my trunk, and I ended up 
taking the wrong paper bag. So 
I ended up giving Dan a bag of 
calla lily roots.” Volk added, “The 
band used to have a lot of fun 
things happening.”

For Volk and Polka, the band’s 
greatest asset is its people. Oth-
er members of the band have 
joined for the music.

The youngest member, Zachary 
Jones,, said, “What I like about 
the band is the repertoire that we 
play. It’s very different from ev-
erything else I do. In this group, 
the way that it is arranged; it is 

very unique to the period.”
Though the music and camara-

derie of the band are essential, 
the band’s central purpose has 
always been to teach history.

“You can walk into a museum 
and find good instrument collec-
tions nailed to the wall, but that 
will not tell you what they sound-
ed like, and that will not give you 
their stories,” Pierce said.

Max Daniels, the Abraham 
Lincoln re-enactor present at the 
band’s Harvest Ball, summed up 
the band’s purpose.

“If someone had come through 
my school when I was in high 
school and said, ‘I’m Benjamin 
Franklin, what would you like to 
know?’ I would have listened. But 
dates and places in a book—it’s 
just dead people that don’t mean 
anything. But when you have 
someone who’s representing 

Continued
from page 17

CONTRIBUTED
Styles from the Civil War era were there for everyone to see at the Harvest Ball. 
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themselves—and especially the 
music—when you have music 
that’s all period, it brings history 
back to life. And that’s what the 
band does,” Dainiels said.

The band’s purpose lies in its 
own slogan, “Making History 
Live.”

Legacy of the Band
“When we put our lips to the 

horns, we step into the ghosts of 
people we don’t know.”

- Ed Pierce
With a legacy that spans 150 

years, the First Brigade Band’s 
impact reaches far beyond the 
members of the band. People 
from across the Midwest travel 
to Watertown to hear the First 
Brigade Band make music and 
history come alive. Events like 
the Harvest Ball also give people 
of all ages a chance to explore 
history through the band’s instru-
ments, songs and dances.

Shirley and Larry Hackmann, a 
couple from Washington, Illinois, 
have spent their retirement years 
attending historical reenactments. 
After attending a performance by 
the First Brigade Band in Racine, 
Wisconsin, the Hackmanns knew 
this was something they could do 
for the rest of their lives.

“We enjoy it because it’s some-
thing we can do together,” Shir-
ley said. “We also get to learn 
about history, because before 
this neither of us really enjoyed 
history.”

Jenia Allard, a 30-year-old from 
Belleville, Wisconsin, has been 
familiar with the band for many 
years. Allard’s father took her to 
a performance in high school, 
and she fell in love with it. To Al-
lard, the band maintains part of 
Wisconsin’s fundamental past.

“It plays a very important part 

of making history live by giving 
an awareness that this group is 
in the community,” says Allard. 
“The members, from the band 
players to the locals, learn about 
Wisconsin history.”

The First Brigade Band’s most 
recent community event was its 
annual Harvest Ball, held on Nov. 
2 at Turner Hall on Fourth Street. 
All the band members were cos-
tumed in period soldier uniforms 
playing instruments made in the 
1860s.

As the horns and drums blew 
out their distinct and lively music, 
approximately 80 visitors danced 
as men and women would have 
150 years ago. The music gives 
people a glimpse into a world we 
no longer know. The Hackmanns 
danced and enjoyed the music 
in their matching red, white and 
blue costumes, immersing them-
selves in a historical atmosphere 
two centuries old.

At the Harvest Ball, Allard sang 
the written accompaniment to 
the poem “Honor to Our Sol-
diers,” written before the end of 
the Civil War. This song was writ-
ten to be sung for the first time 
for Abraham Lincoln at the Ford 
Theatre in 1865. But Lincoln was 
shot, and neither he nor the audi-
ence ever heard the song that 

night. Allard’s performance was 
a tribute not only to the soldiers 
who fought and died during the 
Civil War but also to American 
history and what it means to us 
today.

“Our real strength lies in the 
dedicated membership that 
brings time and talent to making 
this special ensemble available to 
audiences all over,” Pierce said.

This band would not be possi-
ble without the members who 
select the music, maintain the 
instruments and organize the 
events.

“One thing is certain: we can 
always be proud of our heritage,” 
said Pierce. “It is a message we 
can carry forward into the future 
and not make excuses for.”

“We are a living museum and 
wish to never close our doors,” 
Pierce said. “None of us knows 
the future, but we can have 
confidence in our purpose and 
with that can meet the unknown 
challenges of the future.”

This story was written as a jour-
nalism class project by a team of 
students from Maranatha Universi-
ty in Watertown. The team includes 
Nathan Huffstutler, Rachel Church, 
McKenna Hendrickson, Sier-
ra John, Miranda Paegelow 
and Jeremy Robertson
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By Logan Hanson
Family & Friends

Events in Watertown have been enhanced 
by a familiar spread of decedent desserts in 
recent months.

Towne Cinema had Frozen themed cake pops 
for the launch of Frozen 2. Turner Hall had an 
assortment of cupcakes for its New Year’s Eve 
event. Even a local watering hole, The Drafty Cel-
lar, served some creepy treats on Halloween.

These treats all have one common thread; they 
were crafted by Hannah and Joe Otten.

The Otten’s own Sweet Talkin’ Treats Bakery, 
108 S. Third St., and have been crafting delicious 
treats for citizens since they first started in the 
Watertown Farm Market Kitchen in 2011. When 
operations outgrew the space, the duo moved 

the business to its current location in Sep-
tember 2012 and have been dishing 

out desserts from the building ever since.
“I’ve always liked to bake so I guess it kinda 

started there,” Hannah said. “I had been talking 
to my mom about owning a bakery....we started 
at the Farm Market Kitchen and were able to get 
some customers. Word of mouth and stuff was 
kind of mostly how we got going.”

The bakery provides the community with a 
plethora of different desserts from cupcakes 
to pies, bars to muf-
fins and cookies 
to wedding 
cakes. 
Each des-
sert is 
made 
en-
tirely 
from 

Building bonds 
through baking

LOGAN HANSON
Hannah and Joe Otten opened their bakery at its current loca-
tion on Third Street in 2012 and have been creating delicious 
desserts for Watertown ever since. 
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scratch, 
giving 

them a truly 
homemade taste. When it comes 

to a sweet tooth, the bakery can 
cure cravings.
Hannah is the resident baker of the 

operation as she started from a young 
age baking with her grandmother 
and aunt. From there, Hannah went 
on to joining a culinary art club in high 
school before accepting an internship at 
the Pfister Hotel’s baking department in 
downtown Milwaukee, where she would 
work for over two years.

“It was pretty awesome and the people 
I worked with were really helpful and 
really wanted to teach me new things,” 
Hannah said. “(It was) Anything you 
could want to learn. I learned a few 
different types of frostings to make and 
they were really good about letting me 
try it. If it was something I haven’t 
done before, it was like we might 
as well try it and we can fix it if we 

screw it up.”
Mistakes don’t bother Hannah 

who says she still has fun experimenting 
with different cakes and designs. This ap-
proach is one that is not normally loved 
in the baking community, but one that 
Hannah was encouraged to use by her 
grandma cooking in the kitchen.

“Everyone will tell you baking is an 
exact science so I think some people are 
afraid to tweak recipes because of that, 
but I think sometimes little tiny tweaks 
can make a recipe that much better,” 
Hannah said.

Joe’s baking started about the same 
way as Hannah’s, working in the kitchen 
with his mom and learning the ropes of 
cooking. However, that’s about the only 
similarities the two have on their road to 
the bakery.

Joe didn’t go to any fancy culinary 
schools. He didn’t get a big internship. 
Instead, he worked, mostly as a server, 
staying close to the kitchen, something 
he always had a passion for. In fact, Joe 
didn’t really begin baking until Hannah 
needed help with the workload.

“I have always been in the kitchen 
since I was a little kid. I don’t necessarily 
say I was always baking, but I’ve always 
been coming up with my own recipes 

CONTRIBUTED 
A wedding 
table done by 
Sweet Talkin’ 
Treats.



and cooking in the kitchen,” Joe 
said. “Honestly, I didn’t really 
know how to bake. Hannah is a 
very patient lady and she’s really 
good at teaching and so she just 
guided me along and I’ve really 
become quite the baker.”

Although Joe has improved 
over the years in baking, he still 
gives the edge to Hannah.

“I would not say I have the 
same technique, the same ‘soft-
ness,’ the same attention to de-
tail as Hannah. Hannah’s really 
got that touch and I do have 
some, but I have the personality,” 
Joe said.

“Yeah we usually say that I’m 
‘sweet’ and he’s ‘talkin’,” Hannah 
adds with a laugh.

The pair has had their fair 
share of trials and tribulations, 
as well as triumphs and suc-
cesses. Whether it is building a 

seven-tier (one of them being 
Styrofoam) 150 pound cake 
for a quinceañera, a gross out 
body-part themed cake for a 
Halloween zombie-themed par-
ty or having to redo a smashed 
wedding cake after the original 
was slammed into the dashboard 
during a hard stop, the pair have 
plenty of stories to tell about 
their business.

“I don’t think we’ve ever not 
been on time for a wedding 
cake or anything like that. Most 
people are rather understanding 
when they really think about it— 
that you just made a four-tiered 
cake, put it all together, put in a 
car and drove it an hour to them. 
Once they think about it, they’re 
pretty sweet.” Joe said.

The two have also heard a 
variety of requests from one 
person wanting a large cake that 

looks like a “realistic” car to some 
bachelorette party cakes. Many 
cakes are inspired from things 
customers see on social media 
and the pair have even made 
cakes based on children’s own 
drawings.

“We do just about everything,” 
Hannah said.

As well as doing just about 
everything, the bakery’s sweets 
are also just about everywhere in 
the city. It is no coincidence. The 
duo strives to leave its mark on 
community members at events 
or anywhere in between. As Joe 
puts it, “(We do) anything we can 
really do to try to get involved 
anywhere.”

It’s working.
“The whole city has been com-

ing to us and we didn’t always 
use to give a lot, but just recently 
we started getting busier so we’re 

LOGAN HANSON
Sweet Talkin’ Treats serves a 
multitude of different desserts 
from cupcakes and cookies to 
muffins and dessert bars.
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able to do more so it’s just a give 
and take really,” Joe said. “We 
want to be there for them too 
just like they’re here for us.”

“We love being able to be a part 
of the events in town and being 
able to be a part of the commu-
nity. It is just fun to interact with 
everyone in town,” Hannah said. 
“I’ve never been to a town that 
works together so much like this 
one does. I feel like everybody 
just cares so much and I think 
most people really want every-
one in the town to thrive and it’s 
nice when everyone can work 
together.”

The best outcome for the pair 
is a satisfied customer. The pay-
off is seeing the reactions, the 
smiles, the joy and the tears. 
Although days may be hard, the 
customers have the Otten’s bak-
ing again and again.

“We’ll get done working. It’ll be 

20 hours straight we worked all 
the way through the night and 
we drop off a wedding cake and 
it makes it completely worth it, 
to be honest,” Joe said. “We get 
in the car and we’re like ‘Did you 
see her face? She was so hap-
py’ or she’ll even tell us ‘Oh my 
God it looks great’ and you don’t 
even feel tired all of a sudden. 
We literally come back to life.”

“The other best part is just 
being a part of everyone’s cele-
brations. Most of the time when 
people are getting treats it’s 
because they’re celebrating....It’s 
nice to be able to brighten their 
day and it’s just fun to be a part 
of their celebrations.”

So what is the end game for the 
bakery? To grow and to become 

more of a key part of the city for 
year’s to come.

“For me, it’s to keep growing 
steadily enough and not too fast 
that we can handle what we’re 
doing and be able to grow in this 
town and to become a bigger 
part of the town really. That’s 
really the goal—to be here a long 
time and be a staple,” Joe said.

With the delicious desserts 
filling up many major Watertown 
events and the entrancing scent 
of freshly cooked sweets wafting 
throughout the inside and out-
side of the small, white building 
on Third Street, it should not 
be difficult to get visitors to the 
store. Inside is just the 
beginning of the flavor-
ful fun.

LOGAN HANSON
TOP: Many different desserts are available at the bak-
ery including extra large cookies, cinnamon rolls and 
other tasty treats. RIGHT: Baseball cookies made by 
Sweet Talkin’ Treats celebrating a one-year-old’s birth-
day.



By Diane Graff
Family & Friends

What started 
as a good 
deed for 

a young serviceman, 
turned into a lifetime 
of saving lives for one 
Watertown man.

After more than 60 
years of donating 
blood to those in need, 
Bob Webster hit the 25 
gallon mark of blood 
donations to those in 
need.

“It is hard to say how 
many people he has 
saved,” said Kim Bal-
boa-Sullivan, American 
Red Cross collection 
staff during a recent 
Watertown community 
blood drive. “We don’t 
see a lot of 25 gallon 
donors.”

Balboa-Sullivan said 
that in her 10 years 
with the American Red 
Cross, she has only 
seen one or two people 
that have hit the 25 
gallon level.

Each pint of blood do-
nated helps up to three 
people, the Red Cross 
worker said. “Most of 
your blood goes to 
babies, or trauma cas-
es,” she told Webster 
at a pin and certificate 
ceremony held late last 
year.

Webster has type 0 
negative blood, which 
is the universal blood 
type and can be given 
to anyone, especially 

Watertown 
man 

donates 
25 gallons 
of blood
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infants and those in accidents 
where the recipient’s blood type 
is unknown.

Since Webster began donating 
Power Reds, or doubles, it is dif-
ficult to know how many people 
he has helped, Balboa-Sullivan 
said. With a Power Red dona-
tion, one can give nearly twice 
the amount of red cells and 
help more patients. This type 
of donation uses an automated 
process that separates red blood 
cells from the other blood com-
ponents, and then safely and 
comfortably returns plasma and 
platelets to the donor.

Donors receive cards from the 
American Red Cross indicating 
who received their blood. Web-
ster received many cards over 
the years.

“It is like a good oil change for 
you,” Balboa-Sullivan told the 
veteran blood donor at the cere-
mony held during a blood drive 
in Watertown. The certificate 
from the American Red Cross 
Gallon Club stated, “In grateful 
appreciation to Bob Webster who 
on Nov. 5, 2019 has completed 
donation of 25 gallons of blood 
to help patients in need. On 
behalf of the many people who 

have helped, we offer our sincere 
thanks!”

“He is in a select group,” said 
Watertown’s Red Cross Blood 
Coordinator Mary Petrie. She has 
known Webster since she was 
a child, as her father, Bill Con-
nor was on the police force with 
Webster. Her mother, Mary Con-
nor, was the blood drive coordi-
nator prior to her taking over.

Petrie described Webster as a 
faithful donor, a good person 
and community oriented, being a 
veteran and a city police officer 
for many years. “We appreciate 
him coming back, and back and 

DIANE GRAFF
Bob Webster of Watertown has donated 25 gallons of blood over the years. He first started donating blood in either late 1956, early 1957. Assisting at the blood drive 
was Kim Balboa-Sullivan of the collection staff for the American Red Cross.
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back,” she added.
“I will go until I can’t no more,” Webster 

said. “It will all depend on my health. I 
am going to go one gallon at a time.”

The 83-year-old said if he would have 
donated blood every time he was eligi-
ble, he would be at the 30-gallon mark. 
There were only rare occasions when 
he was unavailable on the dates of the 
community local blood drives.

Over the years, he has received many 
pins and certificates. He said he has a 
window-box full of pins and a stack of 
donor cards.

People can donate blood every 56 
days. Those who donate double, need 

to wait 112 days between donations. 
Webster started out donating blood six 
times a year, but with doubles, now he 
donates three times a year.

Webster took a long pause when 
asked the first time he donated blood. 
It was in either late 1956 or early 1957, 
he said, as he held his head and recalled 
the day.

He was in the Marine Corps in Califor-
nia. One of his buddy’s grandmother 
needed blood, he said. A bunch of guys 
went to donate and after supplying 
blood, the guys visited with the grand-
mother. The family took the recruits out 
to eat to a hamburger joint, he said.

It made an impact on the young man, 
although he did get light-headed after 

his first donation. He attributed 
it to the dancing the guys did after their 
good deed. “I should have known bet-
ter,” he said. “But, I still went back (to 
donate blood).”

He started donating regularly after the 
military, when he was in Washington, 
D.C. “I got into donating blood when I 
got in the police academy,” the former 
police officer said. “The whole class 
would go to the blood bank,” he added.

Webster, who was born in West Bend, 
came to Watertown in 1959 and contin-
ued to be a regular blood donor.

He recalled all the various locations the 
blood banks were held over the years,, 
including Lincoln School, Immanuel 
Lutheran Church on Ninth Street, the 
Armory on River Drive, Turner Hall and 

DIANE GRAFF
An American Red Cross machine collects double units from donors.
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the current location at United 
Methodist Church. He said it was 
also held a couple of times in the 
cafeteria at the old high school.

He was an officer with the 
Watertown Police Department 
for 30 1/2 years. For 19 years, he 
worked second shift, making it 
convenient for him to get to the 
blood drive. If needed, he got off 
of work to donate.

After his retirement from the 
police force, he worked part-time 
at the Bethesda Print Shop for 
16 years. “At noon, I went to the 
blood drives,” he said.

For a hobby, he had a bicycle 
repair shop in the city for 30 
years.

Over the years, the process 

of donating blood did not 
change much, except the num-
ber of questions increased for 
donors, Webster said. “It has 
gotten so restrictive over the 
years (with sicknesses and for-
eign travels).

“You go through the process, 
they stick you with a needle and 
you are done,” the blood donor 
veteran said. “The staff has al-
ways been great.”

While Webster is currently the 
top blood donor in the city, there 
are many on his coattails. Frank-
lin Wegner is nearing the 25-gal-
lon mark and Tom Schultz is at 
about 23 gallons, Petrie said.

And several have come close 
to the milestone, Petrie said. Her 

father was at 21 gallons when 
he passed away and Wes Alteis 
passed away a couple of years 
ago just shy of the 25-gallon 
mark. “We have a lot of 
faithful people that keep 
coming back.”

DIANE GRAFF
Bob Webster of Watetown received a pin and certificate at the December blood drive for reaching the 25-gallon milestone. Presenting Webster the pin and certificate 
were, from left, Kim Balboa-Sullivan, from the collection staff of the American Red Cross of Waukesha; Webster; and Mary Petrie, local blood drive coordinator.



By Pam Chickering Wilson
Family & Friends

L iz Pickart says she’s just got to write. If she doesn’t pour words onto pages 
right away in the morning, she said she’s out of sorts, bitter and unpleasant 
all day.

That’s hard to believe when you meet the Juneau resident, who just exudes en-
thusiasm and positive energy.

Perhaps it’s a trait she inherited from her mom, Christine Cooper, along with an-
other trait they share – persistence.

In her newly published story, “All American Mom,” which came out in 2019 in a 
Chicken Soup for the Soul book, “Mom Knows Best,” Pickart shares a recollection 
from when she was young and her mother was laid up for 40 straight days of bed-
rest following back surgery.

“She was in a hospital bed in our living room for 40 days,” Pickart remembered. 
“The rest of the family was stressed, worrying about how things were going to go, 
but she was always confident. She didn’t concentrate on what she couldn’t do, but 
rather, on what she could do.”

Pickart opens her story on a literal precipice as she relates how the paramedics 
balanced her mother’s stretcher precariously on the railing, over a 15-foot drop, as 
they maneuvered the home at the start of the ordeal.

At the time, Pickart said, her mother was 45. She had herniated two discs in her 
back and could not get out of bed.

“Taken by ambulance to the hospital, she consulted with a neurosurgeon and 
underwent back surgery,” the author said. She came home two weeks later but 

Mom inspired story 
by Juneau woman
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still faced more than a 
month of bed rest.

Through the entire 
experience – despite the 
pain and forced inactivi-
ty, Cooper did not com-
plain. She poured her 
energies into crocheting 
scrubbies for cleaning 
dishes and whittled a 
notch into a stick every 
day as a physical means 
of showing her steady 
progress toward free-
dom.

“If she was frustrated, 
she never showed it,” 
Pickart said in the story. 
“There was no wayward 
cursing or even a slipped 
‘Hell’s Bells,’ Mom’s 
version of cussing when 
she’s really, really angry, 
which I only heard prob-
ably twice in my life.”

While her mom was 
laid up, everyone else 
in the family had to pick 
up the slack and soon 
gained a new apprecia-
tion for all of the things 
she did day after day, 
from preparing meals 
to walking the dog. A 
teacher, her mom also 
missed being in the 
classroom, but she main-
tained the attitude that 
she was going to get 
through this just fine.

Many years later, 
Pickart said, she and her 
sister Becky confessed to 
their mom how scared 
they’d been that some-
thing would go wrong 
with or following her 
surgery. Their mom, 
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however, said she had confi-
dence in the medical team and 
trusted in the process.

Then once she finally gained 
the freedom to go about her 
regular life, Cooper found her 
muscles so weak she didn’t know 
how she was ever going to get 
in shape again. Encouraged by 
her daughter and husband to try 
running, she took it one block at 
a time and soon found a passion 
for eating up the miles. She and 
her husband spent the next 16 
years traveling across the coun-
try to participate in road races, 
earning their fair share of medals 
along the way.

The story relates a moment on 
her first run where Cooper un-
consciously paused at the end 
of a block, but with her family’s 
encouragement, she started back 
up again and finished her first 
quarter mile.

“She didn’t stop running until 
she became a Masters All-Amer-
ican in the 400 meter run at 55 
years old,” Pickart related.

This achievement is what the 
title of her story, “All-American 
Mom,” refers to, but it could also 
describe her mother’s many 
other positive attributes: Her per-
sistence. Her empathy for others. 
Her ability to teach, and to lead 

by example.
Pickart had to exhibit a positive 

attitude and persistence herself 
as she sought to get the story 
published. She first submitted it 
for another Chicken Soup for the 
Soul book, but it was rejected.

“I could have given up then, but 

I didn’t,” she said. “I saved it and 
submitted it for the next ‘Mom’ 
book. And it turns out they didn’t 
hate my story after all – it just 
wasn’t the right fit for that partic-
ular book.”

Pickart, who works for the Dod-
geland school district, has always 
had a passion for writing. She 
was first published in 2014 with 
a children’s story in the Chris-
tian “Guide” magazine. A couple 
of years later, her naughty pet 
feline became infamous after she 
published a story, “The Worst 
Cat Ever,” in the book “My Very 
Good, Very Bad Cat,” also pub-
lished by the Chicken Soup for 
the Soul company.

The Juneau resident is currently 

32  Family & Friends | SPRING 2020

It’s The Loving Thing To Do...
Pre-Plan Your Funeral

      Relieve your loved ones burdens!    

Save them worries, details and costs        

at a time of stress.

      Enjoy security and peace-of-mind. 

Knowing your plans are made and your 

family needn’t worry about them. We’ve 

helped many people arrange for the 

funeral which fi ts their wishes and budget.
“Dedicated to personal service”

RYAN J. NOWATKA

Watertown 261-2113 • Waterloo 478-2133

www.PN-FH.com

Liz Pickert and her mom, Christine Cooper
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working on a middle-grade novel 
series entitled “Premonition.”

Pickart said that her mother 
continues to be a big part of her 
life and in fact serves as her edi-
tor and “the biggest supporter of 
my writing, along with my dad.”

Cooper is from Rosendale, near 
Fond du Lac. Pickart herself has 
lived in Juneau for around a 
quarter-century.

She works as a physical thera-
pist out of the Dodgeland schools 
and also serves the Horicon and 
Lomira school districts.

Last July, Pickart started her 
own company called “Red Run-
ning Shoe Publications,” in honor 
of her other passion – for run-
ning.

Both of her passions, running 
and writing, have definite psy-
chological benefits, clearing her 

mind and boosting her positive 
energy. That’s on top of the ob-
vious physical benefits running 
brings.

“My dad has always been a run-
ner,” she said. “He went through 
quadruple bypass surgery last 
year and he was told if it hadn’t 
been a runner and in such good 
shape, he might not have made 
it,” Pickart said.

Pickart was already doing 
lots of creative writing, and she 
continues to work on her auto-
biographical and fiction ideas 
while boosting her resume in the 
area of business writing.

Wanting to expand her writing 
options, she took online classes 
and now uses her talent to help 
small companies, especially in 
the area of health care.

Meanwhile, she has made some 

appearances as an author, doing 
book signings at the local library, 
among other stops.

Pickart said this story, of ev-
erything she has published, has 
meant the most to her because 
it’s a tribute to her mom.

“It means so much for me to be 
able to honor her in this way,” 
the author said.

The last three paragraphs in 
her story sum up her mother’s 
impact.

“She’s been called amazing, 
kind, funny and smart. She’s 
been called a talented athlete, a 
remarkable teacher, and a de-
voted dog over. She’s even been 
called ‘Super-Grandma.’ The list 
goes on. And it’s all true; she is 
all those things and more.

“But I am the lucky one.
“I call her mom.”
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By Steve Sharp
Family & Friends

This is the story of a group 
of tough guys and gals 
with hearts of gold.

To look at this Jefferson Coun-
ty-area motorcycle organization 
— they do not call themselves a 
“gang” — one might be a bit in-
timidated. All the visual elements 
that come with motorcycle gangs 
are there. There’s the denim and 
leather, the beards and long hair, 
patches, tattoos and loud Har-
leys.

In talking with members of the 
Guardians of the Children-South 

Central Chapter, however, a 
sensitivity is also found in many 
of their personalities. They care 
about kids and will not tolerate 
any abuse of the young, a group 
of people they deem “a priceless 
resource.”

And if you find yourself in 
Jefferson County Circuit Court 
for abuse of a child these days, 
you can pretty much bet your life 
that members of the GOC will be 
there, staring a hole through the 
back of your head while you sit 
at the defense table. The group is 
becoming famous for attending 
trials of those accused of mis-

treating youngsters.
The origins of the local, South 

Central Chapter of the Guardians 
of the Children are fairly recent 
and Andrew Merkel, its vice 
president, took time to talk with 
Family & Friends about the group 
and its functions.

“South Central was formed in 
2017, with us knowing that there 
was a need to help victims of 
child abuse,” said Merkel, whose 
road name is Grease Monkey. 
“Prior to 2017, we mentored with 
the Hawg City Chapter, based 
in Milwaukee, for the period of 
almost a year. Hawg City is the 

Guardians dedicate life’s
ride to abused children

STEVE SHARP
LEFT: The Guardians set up a tent in August to greet 
the public as part of the City of Jefferson’s National 
Night Out activities. Aliyah Medina is shown receiv-
ing face painting artwork by the Guardians’ Mama J.

CONTRIBUTED
RIGHT: A member of the Guardians of the Children South Central Chapter 
is shown as he participates in the Watertown 4th of July Parade in 2019.
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largest chapter in Wisconsin.”
Merkel said he, personally, felt 

he needed to join the Guardians 
of the Children because he bore 
witness to child abuse.

To start a chapter, a group must 
have at least 10 members who 
are intent on helping abused chil-
dren. The South Central Chapter 
has what Merkel called “a confi-
dential number” of members. A 
person must be 18 years old to 
become a probationary member. 
The board members operate 
under both road names and real 
names. However, all other mem-
bers use only their road names 
during organization activities.

“We have grown considerably 
since our formation, but we 
keep the number of members 
confidential for safety reasons,” 
Merkel said. “Our members 
come from a wide variety of 
backgrounds and interests, from 
home makers, to professionals, 
to business owners. We are con-
nected by a want to help abused 
children.”

The GOC is, first and foremost, 
an organization that advocates 
for children. Motorcycling comes 
second.

“Our alliance as bikers allows us 
the ability to call upon resourc-
es that might not generally be 
available to the public,” Merkel 
said. “We have a great passion 
for riding motorcycles.

“We are not a gang, nor do 
we portray ourselves as a 
gang or club,” he said. “We are 
a non-profit organization for 
abused children. We like to be 
referred to as a chapter, or a 
non-profit organization.”

Despite not classifying itself as 
a gang or club, the GOC, with 

chapters nationwide and in Can-
ada, displays traits of the former 
two aggregations. Members go 
through a minimum six-month 
probationary period and from 
supporters to probationaries, 
they earn patches along the way. 
The GOC also has a constitution 
and by-laws members follow.

“A member can be removed, as 
well as promoted,” Merkel said, 
adding they can be members 
of gangs, such as The Outlaws, 
Hell’s Angels and others, as well 
as being members of the GOC. 
Members are allowed to be 
members of other affiliations, as 
long as they maintain minimum 
GOC requirements.

There is a distinct structure to 
the the local chapter of the GOC 
and others.

“We have elections for all board 
positions,” Merkel said. “Any 
member who has been a part 
of the organization for at least a 
minimum of a year is eligible (to 
be on the board).”

It’s a chapter requirement that 
the group have a public chapter 
meeting once a month, but they 
meet often just as chapter mem-
bers.

To be eligible to be in the GOC, 
a member must pass a back-
ground check and other mandat-

ed requirements.
“They also have to have the 

desire to help abused chil-
dren,”Merkel said, “and to be a 
full-patched member you have to 
have access to a motorcycle.”

Members have many different 
reasons to be active, but it’s all 
connected to their desire to help 
abused children.

Merkel said the group has 
helped numerous families in the 
Jefferson County area since its 
inception.

“We are extremely busy 
throughout the year,” he said.

Discussing in more detail just 
what the GOC members do, 
Merkel said they provide mor-
al, mental and physical support 
throughout a child’s entire court 
case.

“We have help with providing 
school supplies and clothing 
to our ‘lil guardians’’ families, 
as well as during Lil Guardians 
events, letting abused kids get 
back to being kids,” he said

According to Merkel, there is 
no set limit on the number of 
members who can be part of 
the South Central Chapter of the 
GOC.

“We will get as big as we need 
to be to get our mission across 
through our public awareness 

Guardians dedicate life’s
ride to abused children
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events. We want all people to become aware of 
child abuse and how to stop it, or act on it,” he 
said.

The GOC receives funding through several sourc-
es, including donations, contributions, fundraising 
and corporate sponsorships.

Among the four to six major events put together 
by the local GOC each year to benefit its Lil Guard-
ians are a poker run, fundraiser, awareness events 
and support of other organizations.

“Our biggest fundraiser is our annual poker run,” 
Merkel said. “Our biggest Lil Guardians event is 
Christmas.”

The group tries to maintain a positive relationship 
with the court systems and works frequently with 
victim/witness coordinators.

Laurie Anderson is the longtime victim/witness 
coordinator for the Jefferson County District Attor-
ney’s Office. She said victims of child abuse deserve 
all the support they can get, but she urged caution 
when dealing with independent organizations, 
such as the GOC, as they provide input and coun-
seling to alleged victims of crimes.

“I welcome any organization, or individuals, to 
provide support for victims and their families,” An-
derson said. “My only concern is if a family is turn-

CONTRIBUTED
Guardians of the Children South Central Chapter Vice President Andrew Merkel is 
shown at left with President Dan Schuler. They also go by the road names Grease 
Monkey and Robo, respectively.
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ing to an outside organization to 
answer their questions about the 
criminal justice system. I don’t 
know what, if any, training these 
individuals are receiving, or from 
whom. I see (the GOC) website 
indicates that they must pass a 
background check, but I don’t 
know what that entails, or who 
conducts it.”

Anderson said victims’ ques-
tions need to be directed to the 
District Attorney’s Office, to be 
answered by people trained to 
provide that information.

“In my opinion, the contact 
between the families of these 
children and Guardians of the 
Children should be initiated by 
the families,” she said. “It should 
be something that victims seek 
out and want. I have had families 
become confused and concerned 

about why a big group of bikers 
have come to a hearing involv-
ing their child. To be fair, after 
these biker organizations — and 
there are more than one — ap-
proach families and explain their 
reason for being there, most 
families have reacted positive-
ly to their presence. There has 
been more than one instance 
that their presence has provided 
a much-appreciated buffer be-
tween a victim’s family and the 
family/friends of a defendant.”

Anderson’s concerns about the 
GOC also range into effects the 
organization can have on trial 
jurors.

“What has become an ongoing 
issue is that potential jurors, and 
then the jurors actually selected 
for jury duty for a trial, have no 
idea why these bikers are in the 

courtroom and the jurors have 
expressed concern about that,” 
she said. “From where those 
jurors are sitting, they can’t tell if 
that group of bikers are Guard-
ians of the Children or Hell’s An-
gels. They can’t tell if this group 
is there in support of the victim, 
or the defendant, and no one 
can really explain that to them 
until the case is over, so as not to 
provide any inappropriate influ-
ence. We have had more than 
one judge order that the bikers 
can be in the courtroom, but they 
have to remove their vests and 
other clothing with their organi-
zation name/identifying informa-
tion, so as not to influence the 
jury.”

Jefferson County Branch II 
Circuit Court Judge William Hue 
has experience with the GOC in 
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his courtroom. He told Family & Friends he first en-
countered the group about three years ago.

“They do attend many cases involving sexual 
assault of children,” Hue said. “They are courtroom 
visitors and not participants. They are not parties, 
nor victims, as defined by (state) statutes.

Hue said he has directed the group to remove all 
of its members’ identifying colors while in his court-
room and he was met with cooperation.

“They are observers,” Hue said. “I do not mind, in 
the slightest, anyone who chooses to attend open 
court proceedings to observe. As are most individ-
uals who observe court proceedings in our county, 
the (GOC members) have been respectful and po-
lite. They have not been disruptive in my court at 
all. I know who they are and what they stand for. 
Their presence may comfort alleged child victims 
and their families through their support. I have no 
problem with peaceful assembly. I don’t believe 
they intimidate alleged perpetrators and if I came 

to believe that, I would make sure they understood 
the reasoning behind any subsequent order I may 
make.”

Merkel said the group is proud of its relationship 
with the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Department, as 
well as the courts.

“We have an extremely positive working relation-
ship with local police and sheriff’s departments,” he 
said.

According to Merkel, the GOC has enjoyed a variety 
of accomplishments in its brief life, with some of the 
biggest being watching abused children and fami-
lies healing. Seeing the public’s response to its child 
abuse awareness events is also rewarding, he said.

The GOC booth was a popular stop at Jefferson’s 
National Night Out in the summer of 2019, with 
children receiving gifts and being offered special 
treats, such as face painting while parents talked 
with members about the organization’s services.

Among the biggest emotional hurdles Merkel 
has faced as a member of the Guardians has been 
becoming aware of how prevalent child abuse is in 
the area, how much pain it causes and how many 
families have been impacted.

“Another challenge we have faced is making the 
public aware of child abuse and how to spot it,” he 
said. “The greatest satisfaction has been watching 
abused children and families evolve into a whole 
as they heal, smile again and become happy.”

Merkel is pleased the local Guardians group 
seems to be favorably viewed by the public, de-
spite its members’ sometimes intimidating appear-
ances.

“We are finding out through our awareness 
events and helping other organizations, that we 
are not being feared through the general public’s 
eye. So, in short, we are breaking down some of 
the stereotypes,” he said.

Dan Schuler, whose road name is Robo, is the 
president of Guardians of the Children South Cen-
tral. He is also a founding member. Schuler remains 
as dedicated as ever to the welfare of the children 
championed by the group and said no one should 
judge the GOC’s book by the cover.

“We’re not the big, bad guys some peo-
ple think we are,” he said. “We are here to 
serve and protect.”

CONTRIBUTED
TOP: Members of the Guardians of Children South Central Chapter are shown 
recently as they gathered for a chapter dinner in Jefferson. BOTTOM: The 
Guardians of the Children South Central Chapter rang the Salvation Army bell 
recently at Walmart in Watertown.
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