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TODAY’S WEATHER
High 62 | Low 45  
Cloudy, showers 

around; windy
More on 9A

Pleasant surprise
Janesville School District 

Superintendent reported 

to the school board 

Tuesday night that the 

district’s graduation rate 

went up last year. Page 3A

Winning start  

not enough
Janesville Craig won the 

first set of its volleyball 

match against Sun Prairie 

on Tuesday but ultimately 

lost 3-1. Page 1B
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By Neil Johnson

njohnson@gazettextra.com

JANESVILLE
Local artisan Paquita Purnell was 

packing up a minivan Tuesday with the 
last of her wares after she pulled out of 
her vendor space at Best of Janesville 
Vintage Mall.

Purnell and several other tenants say 
they’re removing their booths from the 
south-side vintage mall after a vendor 
at the mall’s sister site in South Beloit, 
Illinois, displayed a Confederate flag 
with Ku Klux Klan symbols written on 
it and two artworks showing racist car-
icatures of Black people.

The incident happened Saturday 
during the busy Vintage Shop Hop. It 
has drawn fire on social media from ten-
ants and customers who say mall owner 
James Flister took too few steps to pub-
licly apologize for the vendor’s displays, 
which customers and vendors say are 
racist.

Tenants also claim Flister threat-
ened to evict at least one of his mall ten-
ants after the person spoke out against 
the displays.

On Saturday, vendors at the Best 
of Beloit Vintage Mall in South Beloit 
said they spotted a booth that displayed 
two paper fans depicting caricatures of 
Black people with distorted facial fea-
tures and unrealistically dark skin.

Another piece on display was a min-
iature folk-art sculpture depicting a 
gleeful white boy perched on the back 
of a Black child crouched on his hands 
and knees.

Both children are set against a styl-
ized brick wall. The white child is writ-
ing the words “Welcome to Dixie” on the 
wall while clutching what appears to be 
a white rope with one end tied around 
the Black child’s neck.

Flister told The Gazette on Tuesday 
that the mall removed the flag and car-
icature art soon after vendors and cus-
tomers saw them.

Purnell, who is Black, said about 
two months earlier, a vendor in Flis-
ter’s South Beloit mall had displayed 
a 1940s tea towel printed with carica-
tures of Black children.

She characterized the art as a Jim 
Crow-era depiction of “Pickaninny” 
children.

“They never removed that towel 
even after it was reported to them,” she 
said. “They left it there for days, weeks. 
It stayed right there until it finally sold.”

Purnell said she has worked the cash 
register at Flister’s vintage malls, and 

Racist  
inventory 

upends 
retailer

By Frank Schultz

fschultz@gazettextra.com

TOWN OF MILTON
The chairman of the Milton Town Board 

says he is still serious about consolidating 

the Janesville and Milton fire departments, 

but he wants to give Edgerton a chance to 

weigh in.

Chairman Bryan Meyer wrote to Janes-

ville and city of Milton officials Monday, 

saying that the town government “intends 

to foster conversations with the Edgerton 

Fire Department, our closest neighbor, 

with many similarities in size and type of 

service.”

The town and city of Milton now oper-

ate a joint fire department.

Meyer’s letter arrived while the three 

municipalities were discussing a proposed 

merger agreement, which The Gazette 

obtained through an open-records request 

Tuesday.

The draft agreement envisions Janes-

ville’s fire department taking over fire pro-

tection for the city and town of Milton start-

ing Jan. 1, 2022.

The Janesville and Milton fire depart-

ments already operate under a “functional 

merger.” Janesville Fire Chief Ernie Rhodes 

is chief for both departments.

Fire department shuffle

Broden Jackson, 
a freshman at 
Milton High 
School, casts a 
line while fishing 
in Turtle Creek 
below the  
Highway 140 
bridge north  
of Clinton on 
Tuesday. With  
little open water 
near Milton to 
fish, Jackson 
traveled a  
little south with 
his brother and 
friend to try 
their luck in the 
creek.

Anthony Wahl/
awahl@gazette 
xtra.com

Looking  
for a bite

By Josh Boak and Lisa Mascaro

Associated Press

WASHINGTON

President Joe Biden wants 

America to know that he’s from 

the government and he’s here 

to help.

That sentiment became a 

well-worn punchline under 

Ronald Reagan and shaped the 

politics of both parties for four 

decades. Democrat Bill Clinton 

declared the era of big govern-

ment over in the 1990s, Barack 

Obama largely kept his party in 

the same lane and Republican 

Donald Trump campaigned on 

the premise that Washington 

was full of morons, outplayed 

by the Chinese and others.

But Biden is now staking 

his presidency on the idea that 

the government can use his  

$1.9 trillion coronavirus relief 

plan not only to stop a pan-

demic and jobs crisis but also 

to catapult the country forward 

to tackle deep issues of poverty, 

inequality and more. The mas-

sive bill could be approved by 

Congress as early as today.

“When I was elected, I said 

we were going to get the gov-

ernment out of the business of 

battling on Twitter and back in 

the business of delivering for 

the American people,” Biden 

said after the huge bill passed 

the Senate on Saturday. “Of 

showing the American people 

that their government can work 

for them.”

Taken together, provisions 

in the 628-page bill add up to 

one of the largest enhance-

ments to the social safety net 

in decades, pushing the country 

into uncharted territory.

Besides stopping the pan-

demic and jump-starting hir-

ing, money in the rescue 

package—now awaiting final 

approval in the House—is sup-

posed to start fixing income 

inequality, halve child pov-

erty, feed the hungry, save pen-

sions, sustain public transit, 

let schools reopen with confi-

dence, and help repair state and 

local government finances. And 

Biden is betting that the gov-

ernment can do all of this with 

the speed of a nation mobiliz-

ing for war without touching a 

tripwire of inflation.

“People have lost faith gov-

ernment can do good for them,” 

says Senate Majority Leader 

Chuck Schumer, who spoke 

daily with Biden while usher-

ing the bill through the Sen-

ate last weekend. Now as vac-

cines become more available 

and other changes take place, 

“people are going to see that 

government actually is making 

their lives better—which is how 

Americans used to think of it, 

and we’ve gotten away from it.”

Republicans say Americans 

have plenty of reason to be skep-

tical, calling the American Res-

cue Plan excessive and waste-

ful. They warn the sweeping 

Biden bets big on government with relief bill
He hopes effort shows 
‘government can work’ 
for American people

Associated Press
President Joe Biden speaks during an event in the East Room of the 
White House to mark International Women’s Day on Monday.

Vendors leaving spots  
at shop over racist items  

for sale at sister store

As cities of Milton, Janesville move toward merger, town of Milton weighs options

Turn to MERGE on Page 7A

Turn to VINTAGE on Page 9A Turn to HELP on Page 9A
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