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			Preface

			America has a fixation with true crime. Who among us hasn’t binged the latest Netflix miniseries or blown through a chart-topping Serial-style podcast? Ask a fan of the genre for their thoughts on the latest story making waves and chances are they’ll have a theory of the case or excitedly rattle off some true crime recommendations of their own. A book you’ve just got to read. That podcast you’ll love. A documentary that’ll keep you guessing.

			Perhaps it’s strange that one of the most popular categories of books, audio, and TV—mediums that people use to take their minds off the chaos of the world—involves grisly tales of murder or notorious criminals who wreak havoc on their victims. In an odd way, reading or watching a true crime story can serve as an escape because it’s far from anything most people will ever experience. But for those who were actually there, the depiction of a tale involving the murder of a loved one can also be an exercise in re-traumatization. Herein lay my own moral dilemma in writing this book. People love true crime—but at what cost?

			In 1993, the so-called Brown’s Chicken massacre made national headlines, and it was something that people in Chicagoland followed closely for years. I certainly did as I got older. As someone who was raised not far from where it occurred and grew up eating fried chicken from the chain for which the crime is eponymously referred, it always stuck with me. But the story was distant, something I read about in the papers and followed on the news as a kid. As I began digging deeper nearly thirty years after the murders while starting my initial research for this book, I was struck by the videos taken just hours after police arrived on the scene on that cold January morning in 1993, with cameras eyeing the victims’ family members and friends, their faces painted with pain and some shrieking in an understandable, gut-wrenching agony. When the time came to actually conduct interviews with community members, friends of the victims, and even unflappable attorneys who’d presumably seen and heard it all, many broke down in tears. How could I possibly approach others to talk about this story? I thought to myself. Was this really something I wanted to write about? And more importantly, what would be the point?

			Is true crime ethical? I googled naively, searching for answers in all the wrong places. Every thought piece or niche blog post on the subject had an equally certain yet completely contradictory take.

			Can true crime be ethical? Yes. Take, for example, a case gone cold only to be revived from an engaging book or podcast. Other times a story might serve to put pressure on law enforcement in the event something has been overlooked.

			Can true crime be unethical? Also, yes. And, sadly, all too often. With distance from the crimes depicted, it can be easy for a filmmaker or writer to harp on too gratuitously about the violence of a murder, attempting to entertain fans of the genre while also forgetting about those whose lives they’re portraying. Other tales might overly humanize a monstrous killer or provide a platform to a person who would otherwise be better off fading from society.

			So what exactly would my purpose be in writing a book about the Brown’s Chicken massacre? The crime was indisputably solved, so giving it more attention had no investigatory purpose. Contrary to the opinion of many over the years, there were no credible errors from police that merited this case to be visited anew nor any prosecutorial missteps or deficiencies in the legal defense. Most importantly, more than thirty years later, the families of the victims still suffer from the horror of January ‘93. Why bother?

			This story is in many ways a part of the history of the northwest suburbs of Chicago where I grew up, and I’m hardly the first person to touch on the subject. Put simply, people talk about this case. Podcasts are pumped out nearly every year. News articles mark anniversaries. Other books have been published. But of everything that has been made on the infamous Brown’s Chicken massacre, I was struck in my early digging by the many deficiencies of past retellings.

			Books written on the subject speak far too much about the legal procedure involved in the case and leave out the narrative. Many podcasts, while well produced, are done by people with no connection to the story or to Illinois; they mispronounce the names of important places and figures, leave out key context about the area where this takes place, and recount the story with significant factual errors. Other storytellers harp on about the gore of the killings, something I think is both disrespectful to the victims’ families and downright uninteresting. Most importantly, nearly every past retelling lacked sufficient context about each victim and the impact on the community where this took place. No one thus far has fully addressed the magnitude of what many people to this day consider the worst massacre in Illinois history.

			If you ask a casual news observer in Chicagoland what they think of this case, a common refrain is that it was botched by police and that a small suburban police force was unprepared to handle something of this magnitude. From my vantage point and with the clarity of hindsight, this is simply not true. To be sure, there were errors and distractions, like there are in any criminal investigation, but on the whole, the Palatine police consistently made the right moves.

			In writing this book, I sought to remedy the deficiencies of past retellings by focusing on the stories of the people involved and the human element of this tragedy. Who were the individuals consumed by this case and how did this come about? In particular, I sought to tell a genuine story about the life of each person killed and what they were like as individuals, not just victims. Much of this is informed by my own discussions with family members, friends, and trial testimony from those impacted about their loved ones.

			When reaching out to people for interviews, I was always clear that if they did not want to speak, I would not bother them further. And yet, I fully recognized that an out-of-the-blue email or a text from myself, a complete stranger, could itself trigger horrible memories. Who are you? What business do you have writing about this? So I tried my hardest to go about researching this case in the most respectful way possible. Fortunately, most people were more than willing to speak and incredibly gracious with their time. In fact, most people wanted to speak. For their openness, I am exceedingly grateful.

			People trusted me with incredibly intimate stories about this awful event that profoundly impacted their lives. Many of them still live with this tragedy day in and day out. To them, it’s not just a story.

			I promised to write this book in a way that is different from other tales, respecting the families while still managing to tell a compelling narrative for readers with no connection to Palatine, Illinois. Ultimately, the people impacted by this case—the families, the past suspects, police, and attorneys—will be the ones to judge whether I kept that promise. I hope they feel that I was true to my word and that this book does their story justice.
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			“When someone shows you who they are, believe them the first time.”

			Maya Angelou

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Belva & John

			By the time he placed the gun in his mouth, there was little that could dissuade John Brown from pulling the trigger. He’d built a successful business and made mountains of money. By every measure, John Brown had achieved the American Dream. And yet, something was still missing inside the founder of Brown’s Chicken.

			Belva and John Brown were both products of the Great Depression. Perhaps it’s trite to say—everyone who lived through that time, after all, was in some way a product of the era—but it instilled in them a deep sense of contentedness. The two were happy with what they had but always willing to work for more.

			When he moved to Chicago from Indiana in 1938, John Brown purchased a small plot of farmland that came with a flock of chickens.1 The couple met during the height of the war when John was working his farm and Belva was laboring away in an automobile factory. When things became serious, John was clear with his prospective wife about what their future would entail. “I can’t marry you, Belva, unless you can grab a chicken and wring it by the neck.”2 That was no problem for Belva, so the two wed in 1943 and settled into life on the farm. They had no money for a wedding celebration and little savings for a home. But despite the lack of material possessions, their early years were happy ones.

			The couple was roughly the same height and each wore glasses. From the right angle, John could easily be confused for a young Dwight D. Eisenhower. And what the balding John lacked in hair coverage Belva made up for with her long black curls.

			For the first five years of their nuptials, the Browns’ living arrangements were humble and they lived much of the 1940s in a sectioned-off part of a chicken coop on a five-acre farm that was also home to poultry, hogs, and other farm animals.3

			These were the years just following World War II, where Americans began populating the suburbs and sparking a baby boom. The Browns were no exception to this wave, and they’d soon require more space than a chicken coop to grow their family, eventually constructing a proper home out of cinder blocks in the summer of 1948 where they’d bring four children into the world.

			They continued sustaining their livelihoods as farmers, but in time, the fowl business proved foul for Belva and John, and the couple was in need of some extra income to support their family. Instead of searching for a job with a steady paycheck, they opted to create their own work. Like many ambitious young Americans, they understood the best job is the one you create yourself. That, and they had a lot of chickens.

			In 1949, the Browns sold Belva’s beloved piano and bought a trailer used for carnival concessions.4 Instead of popcorn or cotton candy, they decided to sell another comfort food—fried chicken. The trailer was made of metal and had rounded edges at the top, with collapsible awnings and sliding windows where customers could walk right up to and place their orders. Parked on the edge of their farm, the trailer was surrounded by oversized black sandwich boards displaying the prices for customers. Around their setup were acres of untouched Illinois prairie. After outfitting the trailer with two large deep fryers, Belva Brown’s recipe was slowly perfected.5 Fresh chickens would be taken directly from the farm and prepared for their destiny.

			There are many ways to butcher a chicken. A sharp axe to the neck pressed against a chopping block or tree stump gets the job done in one clean hack. Swiftly and sturdily breaking the bird’s neck and spinal cord is another option. (Less gushing blood, more snapping sounds.) And of course, a good old-fashioned sharp knife to the neck will do the trick too.

			After the bird is done wiggling around like a chicken with its head cut off—which in this case is more of a literal observation than an expression—its feathers are plucked from the body until an unrecognizable beast becomes the familiar pink-colored protein staple that a grocery shopper places in their cart each week. Little do they know.

			From there, the Browns sliced their whole chickens into eight pieces—two wings, two drumsticks, two breasts, and two thighs—then dunked and dredged them through rich and creamy buttermilk, coated them in breading for that extra crisp, then deep fried the meat in cottonseed oil.

			The recipe was simple, and so was the taste. Customers bit into a golden crispy outside then sunk their teeth into juicy chicken—both white meat and dark—that wasn’t overpowered with spices. It was balanced, the perfect taste for the clientele in the area who were mostly of Irish, English, and German stock, cultures where mild flavors were customary. Culinary snobs might call it bland, but for the Browns’ audience, it was the perfect blend. Not to mention, for just cents on the dollar, customers could take home an entire fried chicken to feed their family.

			Belva and John’s trailer operation was unassuming. No frills, just great fried chicken. In short order, that simplicity turned into sustained success. The Browns’ trailer became a popular attraction in their nice corner of the western Chicago suburbs.6

			The operation continued with that consistency for many months until the Browns had a run-in with the local health department. The trailer setup lacked a proper toilet or running water, something that persnickety bureaucrats said couldn’t stand. “Well, if nature’s calling, we’ve got plenty of prairie,” Belva responded to their demands.7 Still, it was not enough, and the Browns were forced to ditch the trailer and shut down in 1951.

			Despite the setback, Belva and John were determined to continue. After a search, they purchased a piece of land in nearby Bridgeview, another suburb just minutes away. The land included both a site for the new establishment as well as room for a new home just feet away from where they’d raise their four children. The day-to-day management was a family affair, with the Browns’ kids pitching in to clean, prep potatoes and meat, and serve customers.

			Bridgeview had experienced rapid growth like many suburbs outside of Chicago during that decade, and it was a fitting location for a new, family-friendly restaurant. For just sixty-nine cents, customers were served a tray with fried chicken sitting on a slice of fresh white bread that soaked up the savory drippings. Each platter was accompanied by a side of coleslaw mixed with homemade French dressing.8 The eatery was a triumph.

			After finally getting the hang of things, John Brown decided the new Bridgeview restaurant could be designed more efficiently to meet his needs, but he needed a permit for the renovations. Obtaining that document required blueprints. And while John Brown was skilled at farming and frying, a draftsman he was not. So John Brown looked around the community for some help. By a stroke of good fortune, he mentioned his desire to renovate the restaurant to an old fishing buddy. My son can help you! the friend suggested.9 The business would never be the same.

			A draftsman by training, Frank Portillo Jr. started his first job out of high school with the Northern Illinois Gas Company. He worked his way up, receiving a promotion to the level of a field engineer, but he remained deeply unsatisfied with his prospective career. He yearned for something more, and without a college degree, he felt one of the few paths to success would be starting his own business.10 Born to a mother who immigrated from Greece and a Mexican father, the Portillo children quickly dropped the silent Ls from their name in favor of a more Americana pronunciation—Por-till-oh. It was an early sign of the family’s instinctive marketing genius.

			Frank Portillo and his siblings lived their early years in a subsidized row house that was part of the Mother Frances Cabrini housing project. They grew up poor. Eventually, Portillo’s father made enough money to move the family to a new neighborhood and plant more permanent roots in suburban Bridgeview.11 This upbringing formed Portillo into a young man hungry for success. Sensing an opportunity, Portillo agreed to take the referral from his father and help his fishing buddy, a man more than twenty-five years his elder, with his restaurant renovations.

			While still working full time during the day at the gas company, Portillo spent his nights and weekends laboring away at the Bridgeview Brown’s Chicken. He marveled at the crowds that gathered at the restaurant day in and day out.12 For Portillo, it became clear this could be an opportunity to make a smooth exit out of the utility business and become an entrepreneur.

			Portillo approached John Brown with a proposition. For $1,000, he asked for the rights to open a second restaurant. John agreed, and when Portillo had trouble scrounging up a loan to start the business, John went a step further and arranged instead to form a partnership on the second venture. John Brown would quickly become a source of mentorship for Portillo, and the two embarked on an entrepreneurial journey.13

			In June of 1958, the second location of Brown’s Chicken opened in suburban Elmhurst, about fifteen miles northwest of the Bridgeview location.14 Together with his wife, Joan, Frank would lead the operation and learn the ropes, from preparing the food to handling the accounting. Frank Portillo was enthusiastic, confident, and ambitious. John Brown was old and wise. Together, they formed a balanced team. And after the second restaurant proved to be a success, the pair decided to further expand their operation.

			Scaling up provided a unique opportunity, and the two men were intrigued. They’d built their business by creating a slow but steady stream of reliable patrons, crafting handmade coupons, and frying up some damn good chicken. But Portillo in particular was keen on expanding. The two started by officially forming their company in 1964, Brown and Portillo Inc.15 By that time, they had already earned a respectable amount of money, and John Brown began spending his winters in Florida. While snowbirding, he deferred to Portillo to manage the expanding business. On the side, he helped his brother Dick Portillo with an investment in a hot dog stand out of a twelve-foot trailer that they dubbed “The Dog House.” It would soon be renamed Portillo’s.

			The owners of Brown’s Chicken began by opening five restaurants with customers who’d approached them about their desire to expand the chain. Portillo and Brown retained a 52 percent ownership of each establishment.16 They still had skin in the game and enough equity to ensure full control of the restaurants. Quality, consistency, and proper management were all key. Quickly, the business that had started off in a humble trailer parked near a farm exploded. People took notice, and the company was inundated with potential partners for new franchises. Business in those early days was handled through the power of relationships. No fancy sales brochures or slide decks, just person-to-person contact with potential franchisees.

			The decision to franchise involves an entirely new calculus for a business. Franchising can be a sign of success and an indication the market wants more of your product. But franchising also creates great challenges. For Portillo and the Brown’s Chicken team, it meant shifting their focus to things like training new operators on how to manage their business, raising brand awareness through advertising, and ensuring that the quality of their business was maintained. Simply put, the Brown’s Chicken name would be on all the new restaurants, but the routine management of these establishments would mostly be out of their hands.

			While the business was succeeding, the same could not be said of the union between Belva and John. Accusations of infidelity flew from both sides and the restaurants they’d built together proved not enough to sustain the marriage. In 1969, the couple divorced, with Belva giving up control of her part of the business. She would later take ownership of the original restaurant in Bridgeview and run it as her own, while her husband and his business partner would move the chain in a different direction.17

			John Brown and Frank Portillo continued expanding well into the 1970s. Portillo hired new staff and worked from a corporate headquarters in suburban Oak Brook.18 While handling the business, John Brown would fly back north to Chicago in the summers and, in Portillo’s words, “raise hell.”19 Frank Portillo might have been in charge of the day-to-day, but John Brown was still part owner and the company’s founder. Not to mention, it was his name on those restaurants, after all.

			Profits soared. In 1974, the company had less than $9 million in sales. Just a decade later in 1983, that number reached $71 million.20 Both men were now earning more money than they could have ever fathomed. And by 1987, Brown’s Chicken boasted more than one hundred franchises.

			Brown’s Chicken remained a regional force, something the company insisted was to their advantage. Aside from a handful of locations in the Kansas City area and Florida, the chain focused on the Chicagoland market. They worried rapid expansion might lead to the company’s ruin. “I can firmly write the names of 15 chicken chains that no longer exist,” Frank Portillo once observed.21 There was Minnie Pearl’s Fried Chicken, which collapsed after an embarrassing SEC investigation. And Mahalia Jackson’s, named after the Queen of Gospel who hawked “glori-fried” chicken in hopes of empowering Black entrepreneurs, which failed to turn a sustainable profit. Even Popeye’s declared bankruptcy in 1991. By focusing on their regional strength, Brown’s Chicken would grow swiftly but sensibly.

			Year after year, Kentucky Fried Chicken remained their strongest competitor. During its early days, KFC was run by John Y. Brown, a coincidence that perfectly encapsulated Brown’s Chicken’s perpetual silver medal status in the Chicagoland market.

			Aside from the obvious, John Brown and John Brown had little in common. The John Brown who made Colonel Sanders and his eleven herbs and spices synonymous with fried chicken was a lawyer from a wealthy and well-connected political family who would go on to serve as governor of the commonwealth of Kentucky. The John Brown who spread Brown’s Chicken franchises throughout Chicagoland was a self-made man who started by raising and plucking his own chickens.

			Despite lagging in market share behind KFC, the Brown’s Chicken restaurants were a model for other franchises. With homey vibes, vinyl tablecloths, and comfortable red booths, the brand’s atmosphere was consistent. The chain’s logo—a yellow stick-figure-like drawing of a chicken with a horseshoe-shaped bottom, wings peeking out on both sides, and a triangle beak—at first glance appeared ambiguous. On the second look, one might deduce it’s a chicken. On the third glimpse, one might second-guess that second assumption. Whether or not customers actually knew the logo represented a chicken didn’t matter, because it nonetheless became an instantly recognizable symbol throughout Chicagoland. It was the company’s equivalent of the Golden Arches.

			Even more recognizable than its logo were the company’s advertisements that blanketed radio and TV waves.22 An ad agency hired by Brown’s conducted extensive research for their various ad campaigns, including running focus groups. During one session with consumers who were tasting fried chicken meals from other restaurants, the focus group facilitator asked participants why they preferred Brown’s Chicken over its competitors. “It tastes better!” one of the attendees exclaimed.23 And just like that, the simple-yet-straightforward response from an everyday customer became the slogan that would become synonymous with the company for decades to come. “It tastes better!”

			In TV and radio advertisements, a catchy jingle would repeat those words in different formats, in different settings, and with a different cast of characters each time. A lead actor in one such Brown’s Chicken commercial was a young comedian named Steve Carrell, an up-and-coming performer at the famed Second City Theater in Chicago. In 1989, TV producer Lorne Michaels and other scouts from Saturday Night Live came to Chicago to seek out new talent. But they were disappointed to learn that Carrell wasn’t at the show they were attending that night at Second City. When they inquired, they were informed that Carrell had recently landed a gig filming an ad for a regional chicken chain, Brown’s Chicken. Carrell had chosen the restaurant over his chance at landing a spot on SNL. He needed the money, and the ad was a guaranteed source of income over a not-so-certain chance for TV fame.24 Despite missing a potential spot on SNL, his career would eventually pan out.

			By the late 1980s, in roughly thirty years, Brown’s Chicken had gone from a modest trailer equipped with deep friers to a bustling operation with over one hundred restaurants. John Brown and Frank Portillo, both starting from humble beginnings, had created a company that was quintessentially Chicago.

			John Brown continued his life in the Sunshine State, operating franchises in Florida to keep himself busy, and reaping heavily on what he had sown. In time, he became more of a corporate figurehead than a manager. A mascot of sorts. While he was quick to be called on for interviews about the company or for appearances in advertising, a great distance began to grow between corporate management and the business which bore his name. His problems compounded in his personal life, too, as his children complained about his obsession with money and unshakable ego. To them, he was a man so poor that all he had was money. Never remarried, John Brown was now alone, and he began to feel a profound dissatisfaction with life set in.

			Two days after Christmas 1992, John Brown wrote a final note to his family on a sheet of yellow lined notepad paper in pen. “A new finger of pain is creeping up my neck,” it read. “I can see nature and God telling me that it is time for me to leave this troubled world. I’m so sorry,” he wrote, underlining his apology for emphasis in a squiggly line that itself appeared to be a worrisome manifestation of his profound unease.25

			A few days later, on December 30, 1992, eighty-five-year-old John Brown placed a gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger.26 It was a tragedy. And yet, in just a matter of days, the unexpected suicide of its founder would be by far the second worst thing to happen to Brown’s Chicken.

			
		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Lynn & Dick

			It was a church basement much like any other. The congregation used it for their usual functions—coffees crowded around folding chairs and card tables after service on Sunday, the occasional no-frills wedding, and programming aimed at students on campus from Bible studies to AA meetings. Surrounded by imposing stone academic buildings, the two-story church served as a refuge for students at the University of Wisconsin-Madison campus.

			For Lynn Wiese, this unassuming spot at Wesley Methodist had a particularly important significance beyond the ordinary activities of church life. Many years ago, her parents had met in that very same basement as students.1 It’s said that history doesn’t repeat itself but that it can rhyme. In that sense, life, which had brought Lynn to Madison as a Badger in 1961, was about to weave an unexpected rhyme into her own story.

			Lynn was born in Clintonville, Wisconsin, a small town with less than five thousand residents roughly an hour west of Green Bay and the shores of Lake Michigan. The daughter of a lawyer who became a county judge and a homemaker who later became an elementary school teacher, her parents were always encouraging their three daughters to dream.2

			Methodism was a central part of the Wieses’ lives in Clintonville. The faith called for more than just perfunctory attendance on Sundays. It was church choir and Bible study. There were potluck meals and prayer. Plus lots and lots of volunteering. For Methodists, works of mercy are central—and the Wiese family was no exception. Feeding the hungry. Clothing the poor. Providing shelter to the homeless. As the name suggests, Methodism is about the methods—the action—not just talk.

			Immersed in this altruistic attitude from her childhood, Lynn, with her quintessentially sixties cat-eye glasses and dark black hair that she wore in a bob, found a slice of home at Wesley Methodist.3 She was a calm presence, always soaking in what others had to say in a genuinely interested way. She had empathy. And despite a faithful Christian upbringing, she was not doctrinaire about her beliefs in any way. Lynn was straight-laced and a rule follower, but she was open to new ideas, and Madison had plenty of them for a young person to absorb.

			At Wesley Methodist, students gathered weekly at a supper club. It was the standard event found at many churches on campuses across the country, a chance for genuine fellowship and an opportunity to meet like-minded students who might otherwise be hiding among the crowd of indistinguishable faces in classrooms across campus.

			Lynn mixed and mingled with Badgers at the supper club. And then, she had an encounter that was mostly unremarkable at first. Lanky, with a prominent nose, Richard Ehlenfeldt was attractive, but he was just another guy. Not to mention, Lynn was taken. Had she known the things they had in common, she might have better understood just how serendipitous that encounter would turn out to be.

			Richard Ehlenfeldt also hailed from rural Wisconsin. The town of Columbus was roughly twenty-five miles north of Madison. There, his parents ran a laundromat business which they lived above for a time until they could afford a two-story standalone home in the area. They later moved to the town of Beaver Dam and opened a laundry business where clothes were cleaned on-site or delivered across town.4

			One of two kids in the Ehlenfeldt home, most people called him Rich. And for the Ehlenfeldts, life was classic Wisconsin. Family was always not far by—cousins, aunts, uncles. Summers were spent working at the local Dairy Queen, doing odd jobs for neighbors, and on occasion, hunting.5 Unathletic as a teen, Rich tried his hand at football too.

			Rich Ehlenfeldt was smart enough to know early on that Lynn Wiese was unavailable, so things began as just an innocent, light-hearted rapport. On a mission trip crammed in the back of a car, they goofed around and were giddy, the kind of playfulness that precedes love whether a young person recognizes it or not. On campus, Rich walked Lynn home to her dorm room, waiting until she got inside and turned on the light in her window to signal that she was safe. It was the gentlemanly thing to do. Eventually, things went his way when Lynn broke things off with her long-distance boyfriend.6 She fixed up Rich’s name too—and Rich became “Dick” Ehlenfeldt on campus.7

			As the state’s flagship school, Madison was home to thousands of young students from across the Midwest. In the early sixties, the campus was a hotbed of activism, holding true to the moniker that some used to praise or deride it as the “Berkeley of the Midwest.” When Civil Rights activists in Greensboro, North Carolina, organized sit-ins at segregated lunch counters in the South, hundreds of students in Madison showed their support from miles away by picketing the Woolworth store on the nearby Capitol Square. As nuclear proliferation became a hot-button issue, students protested outside the school library against alleged new nuclear testing in Vietnam. And when the military draft began to be implemented, sit-ins were organized around campus in protest.8 The decade was marked by grand displays of idealism, and universities like UW-Madison were the paragon of that trend.

			Lynn and Dick shared many of the same cultural, moral, and religious touchstones. Both were born in small towns. They had similar religious upbringings. And they both found themselves immersed in the political ideals that some at the time disparaged as radical. To them, nothing was radical about fighting for a more just society. It was merely an extension of their lifelong understanding that they were called to do good as Methodists.

			Some impassioned advocates are all talk, no action. But Dick and Lynn led by example. When protests erupted on campus, the couple joined in as part of the action. When an administrative building was occupied by students on campus, Lynn and Dick were there in the thick of it.9 Things were happening in Madison, and there was a sense that they were living in an important moment in history.

			Still students, Lynn and Dick’s relationship blossomed quickly, and in 1964, they decided to elope.10 The bright-eyed couple headed southwest to Dubuque, Iowa, where obtaining a marriage license on a whim was possible without burdensome paperwork and blood tests. They exchanged vows and took each other as husband and wife in a Methodist church just across the border from Wisconsin.11

			Dick’s family took easier to the elopement given his parents had wed the same way. Lynn’s side, understandably, needed some warming up to the idea. Were they sure about getting married? Had they rushed into this? What about a wedding? For the family, such important life events were not to be done in haste. Eventually, things were smoothed over when the Wiese and Ehlenfeldt families met and became close.

			Dick and Lynn resumed their lives as students, spending their first two summers together with his family in Beaver Dam and their days laboring at the local Green Giant canning facility.12 Lynn finished her undergraduate degree in 1965 then pursued a master’s degree in vocational rehabilitation; Dick paused his schooling to support them while she finished. The two became house parents for a time at a Baptist dormitory on campus during Lynn’s final year.13

			Eventually, they moved to the city of Oshkosh, Wisconsin, where there was another university campus for Dick to finish his studies. On the side, he worked with several Methodist congregations as a student pastor and deacon while Lynn devoted her time to social services.14

			In November of 1968, racial tensions in Oshkosh reached a fever pitch. Mostly white, the town’s residents had long faced prejudice in the city as demographics changed. When a group of nearly one hundred students began protesting these disparities, the campus erupted on what became known as “Black Thursday.” While he finished the studies that he’d paused, Dick again became a student activist, eventually heading up the campus’s chapter of Students for a Democratic Society, a group inspired by left-leaning causes and opposition to the war in Vietnam.15 Before things got out of hand, the local Methodist bishop encouraged Dick to be involved. As an older student who had credibility with the group, there was hope he could keep the demonstrations peaceful. And he did.16

			Leading marches across campus, he dressed in a black suit, a uniform that betrayed the criticism of him and his compatriots as radicals. He pumped his fist and chanted with other students. He stood on soap boxes and gave speeches.17 Lynn too met with campus leaders to try and find a solution to the problem.18 Dick talked to the press and his name was splashed throughout newspapers and his face lit up on local TV which the Ehlenfeldts—staunch Republicans—could see back home. Nervous and slightly embarrassed at first, Dick’s mother became proud that her son had kept the peace.19 And eventually, the Ehlenfeldts became loyal Democrats because of their son’s impassioned activism.

			In July of 1969, Lynn and Dick had their first daughter, Jennifer, and decided to head east to Boston. There, Dick would pursue the seminary at Boston University School of Theology.20 He was to become a Methodist minister, an aspiration he’d had since high school. In Massachusetts, Lynn ran a halfway house for women leaving the Framingham Prison located in the suburbs of Boston. Living on the second floor with parolees, they combined their love of helping others while also managing to stay afloat financially.21 She cooked meals, took women to appointments, and coached them through their new transition to civilian life.

			In 1972, their second daughter, Dana, was born, and the halfway house proved to be an interesting place to raise a child. On one occasion, Lynn’s sister was helping babysit their two daughters. While Dick and Lynn were out, a woman appeared upstairs in their apartment with a gun and began yelling while the children slept. “Where’s the money!?” the woman demanded while recklessly wielding her weapon. Lynn’s sister calmly pointed her to the lockbox in the closet, then went to the other room to quiet down one of the crying girls.22 The women left them unharmed.

			As Dick knew well, man plans and God laughs. And what started as a mission to become a minister eventually was sidetracked when the seminarians were instructed to find a volunteer project as a learning experience. In 1972, the country was in the throes of a presidential election between South Dakota senator George McGovern and incumbent president Richard Nixon. Attracted to the populist candidate because of his strong opposition to the war in Vietnam, Dick found his project: working on McGovern’s campaign. McGovern had also dabbled with becoming a Methodist minister, and the two had a lot in common.

			Dick thrived in the fast-paced life of a campaign. He humbly boasted to friends that he was the highest-ranking unpaid person on the presidential campaign. Then, when he officially was placed on the payroll, he became the lowest-ranking paid person.23 Despite the loss to Nixon, it was a formative learning experience for Dick that piqued his interest in politics and opened new doors. He left the seminary for a life in politics, viewing it as an even bigger opportunity way to make a difference.

			After the presidential campaign, McGovern ran for re-election to the United States Senate in 1974 and the Ehlenfeldt family picked up and moved to South Dakota, where Dick would work on the senator’s press team. That same year, Lynn had their third daughter, Joyce.24 After the successful reelection in South Dakota, the family uprooted again to Rockville, Maryland, just outside of Washington, DC, where Dick took a job in the senator’s Capitol Hill office. But even among the halls of power, Wisconsin was calling, and Lynn and Dick’s goal of returning home was finally made a reality when he received work in 1976 as a legislative staffer for the lieutenant governor, Martin Schreiber, who would later serve as governor.

			As Dick pressed on with his political work, Lynn managed the home front and volunteered at places like the local Association of Retarded Citizens chapter helping differently abled youth. In the eyes of their girls, family life was like a scene from Leave it To Beaver. Hot breakfasts in the morning. Notes in the girls’ lunch boxes each day.25 Attending school field trips when parental help was needed.26 Their mother, with her curly hair and big square glasses, cheering on the girls from the sidelines during soccer games—loudly, and often with a cowbell—each time they scored.

			As parents, Dick and Lynn were complements of one another. Lynn was the nurturing caretaker, difficult to upset and rarely one to raise her voice. Dick was an advocate for his girls, had a sense of humor and a love of pranks, but also a bit of a temper. As the easygoing one, Lynn embraced the clutter that came with a life with three kids—piles of papers from school, messy clothes and shoes strown about. Dick, on the other hand, put a high value on tidiness, preferring things in order and in their place and sometimes trashing belongings the girls left behind if they sat idle for too long.27

			For Lynn and Dick, raising daughters meant instilling in them a sense that they could do everything a boy could. When their oldest daughter was seven and they were living with Dick’s sister in Columbus, Wisconsin for six months, parents were instructed in a letter home from the principal that a Memorial Day parade would take place and each child would have roles. The boys were to carry small American flags, a sign of patriotism, pride, and strength. The girls were to carry flowers, a sign of meekness, tameness, and timidity. Needless to say, Lynn was incensed, and she went to chat with the principal, forcefully explaining to him the subtle but demeaning lesson he was sending his students. When the parade took place, the Ehlenfeldts’ daughter and niece were the only girls carrying Old Glory. The next year, parade organizers made an adjustment—both boys and girls carried flags.28 Even with the little things, Lynn and Dick endeavored to affect change.

			In Wisconsin, Dick worked at all levels of government and politics. He’d been in the trenches of the campaign, living the life of a staffer with a trunk filled with yard signs and balloons, working nonstop to elect or re-elect the boss. When he staffed a chaotic and failed bid by Schreiber for governor of Wisconsin in 1978, he crisscrossed the state extensively and became close with Doug La Follette, the nominee for lieutenant governor.29 A frugal politician, La Follette even moved in with the Ehlenfeldts, living in their basement and occasionally babysitting the girls so Lynn and Dick could have a night off.30 Over the years, Dick would continue to do advance work for key figures in the Democratic Party including Bobby and Ted Kennedy and an overseas trip to Germany with Jimmy Carter.31 Dick lived for the behind-the-scenes action.

			With a family to raise, the couple had had enough of the chaos and instability of government and politics. It was a young man’s game, in his view, so Dick took an executive-level job in government affairs at Group W Cable in 1979, a company based in Chicago.32 At first a temporary position, Dick rented an apartment that he would commute to on Monday morning then head back north to Madison on Friday.

			The arrangement, as it would be for any parent, was rough on Lynn.33 Left to raise the kids alone during the week, friends and family would pitch in where possible. The girls bickered as siblings do. But Madison was home, and it was where the family wanted to remain after so many moves.

			Dick’s temporary job eventually became a more than two-year commitment of traveling back and forth.34 I think your parents are divorced, friends of the girls would joke. But the family made it work as best they could. To keep up with the lives of the girls, Lynn would tape dinner-table conversations and give it to Dick to listen to as if he was in the room. They’d visit Chicago here and there, touring the city as a family and seeing the sites. And eventually, the decision was made to dispense with
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