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Book’s journey starts in Marinette

By JOHN LIESVELD

EagleHerald staff writer

jliesveld@eagleherald.com

MARINETTE—Sometimes, 

sensing the true weight of words 

comes only in the wake of the con-

text, after the culmination of a 

lifetime of memories.

So it goes with the follow-

ing words penned by Marinette 

native Nancy 

Kaufman:

“She had come 

a long way—from 

the Menekaunee 

girl called ‘Fish-

guts,’ who lived on 

the wrong side of 

the tracks …”

Lifted from the 

final paragraph of her debut novel, 

“The Girl from Menekaunee,” a 

fictionalized account based on 

the life of Kaufman’s mother, 

those words encompass a journey 

that centers on a woman whose 

life reverberates within the con-

text of family and mental illness 

across three generations and in 

the wake of the Great Depression. 

And while those words come with 

the final turn of the page, they 

offer nothing in terms of spoilers.

Instead, the novel’s richness 

transpires from the journey of 

its central character, Catherine 

Sabinsky and the ordeals she 

faced living in a family belea-

guered by mental illness, alcohol-

ism and abuse. It is a journey that 

begins in 1937, in the Menekaunee 

fishing neighborhood of the City 

of Marinette.

TEARING DOWN THE 

STIGMAS

Rendered from the empathy of 

her own experiences with mental 

illness and pieced together from 

the events of her mother’s life, 

Kaufman’s narrates a poignant 

story that seeks to cut through 

the stigmas surrounding men-

tal disorders through much of 

the 20{sup}th{/sup} Century and 

continue to linger today.

Growing up, Kaufman wit-

nessed those stigmas both per-

sonally and professionally, which 

served as much of the emotional 

drive behind her novel.
“I was actually looking for 

a way to explain mental illness 
in my family and in myself,” 
Kaufman said. “I wanted to deal 
with the stigma of emotional ill-
ness. I wanted to show that, yes, 
we all have problems but we can 
become successful and deal with 
them through medication and 
therapy … there shouldn’t be a 
stigma associated with (a mental 
illness) any more than with a bro-
ken leg or cancer or some other 
disease.”

Kaufman grew up in Mari-
nette, graduating from Mari-
nette High School in 1960. She 
lived with her mother and grand-
mother during those years, both 
of whom suffered depression and 
anxiety, some of which stemmed 
from Kaufman’s alcoholic grand-
father. Those experiences, and 
what she learned about herself, 
provided her the groundwork for 
“The Girl from Menekaunee.”

Much of the emotion and the 
events experienced by Cather-
ine in the novel stem from the 
fictionalized retelling of experi-
ences and stories that Kaufman 
learned about her own moth-
er’s youth in Menekaunee in the 
1930s and beyond. Those sto-
ries convey what it meant to be a 
young woman, striving to escape 
a home affected by mental ill-
ness, and in some way, at least in 
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Marinette native Nancy Kaufman’s debut novel makes great reading on a bench in Menekaunee Harbor 
Park, part of the historic neighborhood where the story begins.

Marinette resident 

addresses mental illness 

in debut novel

Kaufman
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Volunteer fire depts. face staffing crisis
By FRANK SCHULTZ

Janesville Gazette

JANESVILLE, Wis.—“This is part 
of the state test. You don’t make this, 
you go home,” barked firefighting 
instructor Paul Yakowenko to a class 
of recruits from Blackhawk Technical 
College last month.

Yakowenko was teaching a basic 
technique: passing through 16-inch 
gap between two studs in a burning 
house in full gear, including a mask 
and air tank.

The training at the Janesville Fire 
Department’s training center was 
part of a course called Firefighter 1.

The state requires 60 hours of 
instruction before a recruit can go 
on a call.

Many fire departments require 
additional training, driven by the 
fear of lawsuits from damage or 
injury resulting from wrong deci-
sions by young volunteers, said Rob 
Balsamo, fire science coordinator at 
Blackhawk Tech.

Among the recruits squeez-

ing between the studs was Cam-

eron Letts, 22, the newest recruit for 

the Footville Fire Department. The 

Janesville warehouse worker said 

he’ll get paid $7.25 an hour each time 

he goes on a call.

“I’m not in it for the money,” he 

said.

The same could be said for many 

hundreds of rural firefighters in the 

state these days. They are paid for 

each call, and they’re still called vol-

unteers.

This “paid on call” system is one 

of many changes in rural firefight-

ing driven by societal changes over 

the past 30 years, said Edgerton 

Fire Chief Randy Pickering, who has 

served in rural departments around 

the state during that time.

The result has been a drop in vol-

unteers and in some areas, longer 

response times.

The problem has crept up slowly, 
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Blackhawk Technical College instructor Paul Yakowenko, right, 
checks a firefighting student’s mask during an April 8 training ses-
sion in Janesville. The students had two minutes to be fully dressed 
with their masks on and oxygen operating.

Local volunteer departments get the job done
By WES BEYER

EagleHerald Staff Writer

wbeyer@eagleherald.com

MARINETTE—Despite a shortage of volun-

teers elsewhere in the state, the volunteer fire 

departments in Marinette County get the job 

done and make due with what they’ve got.

The Town of Peshtigo’s Fire Department cov-

ers the 75 square miles outside the city limits of 

Marinette and Peshtigo and has a roster of 20 

volunteers. “We would like to have a few more, 

but it’s always difficult to attract and retain new 

firefighters,” said Fire Chief Mike Folgert.

“It’s not just a problem in any one commu-

nity, but nation-wide there’s a shortage of vol-

unteers. There’s a lot of reasons for it; there 

have been a lot of studies and a lot of looking 

into it, but there’s no one reason. In general, 

you’re asking people to do an emergency service 

that can be dangerous; you’re asking them to 

put in a lot of time and effort for little or no pay, 

drop everything to leave their family or work at 

the drop of a hat,” he said.

In the Town of Peshtigo, Folgert said nobody 

lives at the station or stays overnight. They’re 

out in the community, whether at work or with 

family or whatever it is that the firefighters do. 

They’re alerted by either a pager or cell phone 

and go to the station from there. But there are 

some scheduled times that the firefighters meet 

up at the station, and in Peshtigo it’s once a week 

for truck inspections, training drills, meetings 

or whatever is needed to keep them ready to go 
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