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OCONTO COUNTY NEWS   Area residents 
continue to adapt to life 
during the coronavirus 
pandemic.

               INSIDETIMES HERALD

ELECTION DAY
Poll workers Judy Kostreva, left, and Donna Kane prepare to greet voters at Oconto Falls City Hal on Tuesday wearing masks and sitting behind plexiglass windows 
constructed by Street Department workers Terry Magnin and Jerry Lemerond. The spring election and presidential primary went ahead as originally scheduled with 
protections in place because of coronavirus concerns. Due to a surge in absentee ballots, the pace was slow with just 21 in-person voters in the first hour.
. WARREN BLUHM | NEW MEDIA
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OCONTO COUNTY

TIMES HERALD Oconto County tries to balance 
privacy, public health concerns

By WARREN BLUHM

OCONTO — Public Health officials 
are working to find a balance between 
coronavirus patients’ privacy and 
identifying people at risk, Oconto 
County Public Health Director Deb 
Konitzer said March 31.

Speaking during the first-ever 
“virtual” meeting of the Oconto 
County Board meeting — with most 
participants logged in via the Zoom 
videoconferencing app — Konitzer 
said the big question she has fielded 
is why more information has not been 
released regarding the single (to date) 
positive case of COVID-19 in the 
county.

“We’re a very rural county with 
a small population,” she said. “If I 
would say which township this person 
is from, you might be able to figure 
out who it is, and we need to not get 
to the point where you can figure that 
out … With us being in a pandemic, it 
doesn’t mean that HIPAA isn’t there 
at all,” referring to the patient privacy 
provisions of the Health Insurance 
Portability and Accountability Act.

Once public health officials learn of 
a positive test, they contact the person 
and make sure they’re isolating them-
selves and taking proper precautions 
to protect the people around them, 
including tracking their symptoms on 
a daily basis, Konitzer said.

“We also have a long conversation 
with that person, looking back 14 days 
prior to symptom onset, about who 
they have had contact with,” she said. 
“In doing that we’re finding who is at 
risk for potential illness because of 
the contact.”

People who may have been in 
contact with the infected person are 
contacted and advised to quarantine, 
Konitzer said.

She repeated the advice that every-
one needs to maintain social distanc-
ing, wash their hands frequently, and 
avoid touching their faces.

“We need to treat everything and 
everyone as if they had the illness,” 
Konitzer said.

People need to take the recom-
mendations of the “Safer at Home” 
order seriously to slow the spread of 

the virus to avoid overwhelming the 
health care system, she said.

“Right now it means you stay at 
home, you don’t go over to a friend’s 
house and party or have a dinner,” 
Konitzer said. “You stay home, you go 
to the grocery store, you get your gas, 
it’s things that are really essential for 
you to function every day.”

The County Board held the special 
meeting to pass an ordinance and 
resolutions allowing supervisors’ cur-
rent terms to be extended in the event 
Tuesday’s election was postponed.

Whether in-person voting would 
be allowed was in doubt as late as 
Monday afternoon. Gov. Tony Evers 
issued an executive order Sunday 
postponing on-site voting until June, 
but the state Supreme Court over-
turned the order Monday afternoon 
after legislative leaders challenged the 
measure.

Meanwhile, a federal judge 
ordered the deadline for absentee bal-
lots to be returned until 5 p.m. April 13 
and prohibited the release of election 
results until then – but then Monday 
night the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
5-4 that Wisconsin cannot accept 
absentee ballots postmarked after its 
voting day Tuesday.

The Wisconsin Counties Associa-
tion attorney advised that because of 
the way the statutes are written, the 
terms of the current Oconto County 
Board expire April 20 when the 

newly elected board is supposed to be 
installed, Administrative Coordinator 
Kevin Hamann said.

“Since there might not be an 
election, there’s some question as to 
whether the existing County Board 
continues or not,” Hamann said. 
“Their advice is that it does not, and 
we have to have something in place 
that allows us to continue that board.”

The WCA recommendation was 
to establish Oconto as become “self-
organizing” like 47 other counties in 
Wisconsin, which gives the county 
greater power to fill vacancies.

The board voted to adopt the or-
dinance and resolution on 29-0 votes. 
They also approved revisions to the 
county’s Employee Handbook to re-
flect provisions of the federal Families 
First Coronavirus Response Act, the 
$2 trillion bill signed into law a few 
days earlier.

County Board Chairman Paul Bed-
narik thanked the county’s Technol-
ogy Services Department for setting 
up the virtual meeting, and he praised 
the county employees on the front 
lines of the COVID-19 effort.

“The staff here that we have 
working on our behalf is doing a very 
good job,” Bednarik said. “They’re 
very conscientious and trying to keep 
ahead of a situation that we don’t 
know where it’s going.”

Oconto County Public Health Director Deb Konitzer addressed the County Board via Zoom technology 
March 31, during the board’s first-ever “virtual” meeting based at the county Law Enforcement Center.

wbluhm@newmedia-wi.com
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GILLETT — After 20 years serving 
as Gillett Public Library director, the 
time has come to bid farewell to Kay 
Rankel, who retired on Thursday.

Kay’s journey to the library is not 
the traditional path one might imag-
ine. With a background in biology and 
pre-veterinary medicine, she spent 
14 years working at the VA Hospital 
in Milwaukee in the animal research 
facility. She later studied landscape 
design and worked at Lied’s Nursery 
in Sussex and Eberts’ Greenhouse Vil-
lage in Ixonia.

Kay and her husband moved from 
Oconomowoc to Gillett in 1998, and 
in January 2000, Kay started as direc-
tor of the Gillett Public Library, 200 
E. Main St.

“It didn’t take me long to learn 
how supportive the Gillett area com-
munity was of the library,” Rankel 
said. “We have accomplished some 
amazing things for a library of our 
small size due to several forward-
thinking individuals and the generos-
ity of our community.”

Throughout her 20 years as library 
director, Rankel’s creativity and 
drive have been the catalyst for great 
changes at the library.

“Kay has been a very wonderful 
asset to our library and our com-
munity. She is always willing to do 
anything that will help our commu-
nity and bring people together,” said 
Linda Hougas, president of the Gillett 
Library Board. “Libraries are not just 
for checking out a book anymore, and 
Kay worked very hard to incorporate 
new ideas and displays for our library 
that went along with all the changes. 
Kay will be greatly missed.”

“Kay was always willing to take on 
a large project,” added Irene Drake, 
another library board member as well 
as a former mayor and alderman. “She 
has truly made the library a commu-

nity gathering place with her ideas.”
During Rankel’s tenure, the Gillett 

Public Library acquired the neighbor-
ing building, the former BMO Harris 
Bank.

“One of our library’s greatest ac-
complishments in the past 20 years 
and the thing that I’m most proud 
of was the creation of a Community 
Center and outdoor Community 
Square space,” she said.

The Community Center opened in 
2015 and is used for public meetings, 
family gatherings and library events. 
The creation of the Community Cen-
ter allowed for the library space to be 
expanded into what was once the old 
meeting room. This expansion almost 
doubled the size of the library, allow-
ing for the addition of more shelving 
and additional seating areas.

The addition of the Community 
Center also made possible the now 
popular annual Community Haunted 
House, which has become one of the 
library’s biggest fundraising events.

“This is when we convert the 
entire center into a family-friendly 
haunted house with special themes 
like Halloween @ Hogwarts, Hallow-
een on the Black Pearl, Grimm’s Fairy 
Tales, and Halloween in Oz, which 
was the theme last October,” Rankel 
said.

The space between the library 
and the Community Center has been 
transformed into the Community 
Square.

“The outdoor square space was 
created out of what was originally a 
parking lot, and the square includes a 
pergola which was paid for through a 
grant and built by our local industrial 
arts students from the Gillett School 
District,” Rankel said. “This space is 
used for library programs, a down-
town market with local vendors dur-
ing the summer months, and ice skat-
ing during the winter (when Mother 
Nature cooperates). The library has 
over 80 pairs of ice skates that have 
been donated by the community for 
families to use, and our Gillett Fire 
Department volunteered to create the 
ice rink.”

Under Kay’s direction, the library 
has been recognized for its contribu-
tion to the community by the Green 
Bay Packers and through a grant.
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Gina Baratono, left, and Kay Rankel, right, at the Community Easter Egg Hunt. Rankel, who was sched-
uled to retire Thursday, made it a priority to support community events and showcase the library at 
every opportunity. 

Small-town librarian leaves large legacy
Kay Rankel helped 
transform Gillett 

Public Library
By ANNA OLSON

Correspondent

Holding a banner in May 2014 announcing the coming of a Gillett Community Center are, from left, the 
late Rawson Price, treasurer of the Friends of the Library, then-Mayor Irene Drake, Library Director 
Kay Rankel, then-children’s librarian Cindy Tuschy, the late Lena Severson, library assistant, and Dave 
Pelow, then-president of the library board. They are holding the sign in front of the former BMO Harris 
bank building, which the library purchased and converted into a Community Center and Community 
Square in three phases through 2016. 

“The thing that I’m most proud of was the creation of 
a Community Center and outdoor Community Square 

space.”
KAY RANKEL, Gillett Public Library director
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Woman badly hurt in highway crash
OCONTO — A Peshtigo woman 

was seriously injured March 27 in a 
one-vehicle crash just north of the 
Oconto city limits.

According to an Oconto County 
Sheriff’s Department accident report, 
Calla Anne Hook, 26, was north-
bound on U.S. 41 near the Business 
41 on-ramp when her sport utility 

vehicle left the roadway and rolled 
over several times.

Hook was ejected from the ve-
hicle, and the SUV landed upright 
facing south near the bottom of the 
on-ramp. She was taken by ambu-
lance to a Green Bay hospital with 
what the report describes as suspect-
ed serious injuries.



MARINETTE — The longest-serv-
ing Assembly representative in the 
state’s 30th Senate District has an-
nounced he will not run for the seat 
being vacated when incumbent Sen. 
Dave Hansen retires.

Hansen, D-Green Bay, announced 
earlier this year that he will not seek 
re-election this fall.

Rep. John Nygren, R-Marinette, 
released a statement March 30 that 
after a couple of months of conver-
sation and reflection with family, 
friends and neighbors, he will not be 
a candidate for the Senate seat.

“Coming to this conclusion has 
been the hardest decision of my po-
litical career,” Nygren said. “While I 
am extremely confident that I would 
have won the seat, the timing is not 
right.”

Nygren has represented the 89th 
Assembly District since 2007 and has 
risen through the ranks to become 

co-chairman of 
the Legislature’s 
budget-writing 
Joint Finance 
Committee. He 
plans to run for an 
eighth two-year 
term in the Nov. 3 
election.

“As the state 
deals with the 
financial impacts 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, my role 
as co-chair of the powerful Joint Fi-
nance Committee is more important 
than ever,” Nygren said. “My best op-
portunity to make a difference is to 
remain in my role as co-chair.”

Hansen’s nephew, Jonathon Han-
sen of De Pere, announced his candi-
dacy for the seat as a Democrat few 
days after his uncle’s announcement. 
Currently the only other registered 
candidate is Republican Eric Wim-
berger of Green Bay.
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Nygren won’t run 
for state Senate 

By NEW MEDIA STAFF

JOHN NYGREN
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OCONTO — A Cudahy man was 
being held in lieu of $25,000 cash bail 
after leading police on a high-speed 
chase March 31 that ended when he 
drove a minivan into the ditch along 
Sampson Road in Pensaukee.

Michael L. Connerton, 34, is 
charged in Oconto County Circuit 
Court with fleeing an officer in a vehi-
cle, second-degree recklessly endan-
gering safety, and taking and driving a 
vehicle without the owner’s consent, 
along with misdemeanor charges of 
resisting or obstructing an officer and 
criminal damage to property.

During a brief court hearing April 
1, Judge Jay N. Conley set bail and 
adjourned Connerton’s initial ap-
pearance until May 7. Conditions of 
bail include that he maintain absolute 
sobriety and have no contact with his 
mother, who owns the vehicle, or her 
residence in Cudahy.

According to the criminal com-
plaint, police were notified just before 
7 p.m. March 31 that a white minivan 
was traveling south on U.S. Highway 
41, near Frog Pond Road south of 
Oconto, and swerving back and forth 
between the lanes. Deputy Alexander 
Scray spotted the vehicle just north of 
the U.S. Highway 41-141 split; the 2014 
Dodge Grand Caravan clocked on 
radar at 45 mph but accelerated once 
the deputy approached.

With the squad car following but 
not yet signalling for the minivan to 
stop, the driver cut in front of another 
vehicle from the left lane onto the 
County Road D off-ramp. At that 
point Scray turned on his emergency 
lights to attempt a traffic stop.

Instead of stopping, the minivan 
turned east onto County Road D 
(Sampson Road) and accelerated 
to more than 90 mph in the 55 mph 
zone, according to the complaint. The 
pursuit covered roughly four miles 
and reached 100 mph, with the mini-
van blowing through the stop sign at 
County Road J without braking.

Eventually they reached the sharp 
right-angle curve just before the 

intersection of 
Sampson Road 
and County Road 
S, where the van 
braked, began to 
fishtail, left the 
road and crashed 
in the east ditch 
just after the 
curve.

According to 
the complaint, 
Scray positioned 

his squad just behind the crash, drew 
his service pistol and shouted to the 
driver several times to show his hands 
and exit the vehicle, but instead he 
heard the minivan’s wheels spinning 
as the driver apparently attempted to 
accelerate out of the ditch.

Not knowing if the driver was 
armed, the deputy moved back to his 
vehicle and waited for backup. The 
driver eventually did come out and 
was taken into custody.

Connerton said he sped away be-
cause he thought the minivan may have 
been reported as stolen. After being 
told that wasn’t the case, he “said that 
he just got out of jail a few days ago 
and got scared when Deputy Scray got 
behind him,” the complaint said.

The suspect passed a field sobri-
ety test but admitted he had smoked 
crack and marijuana the day before. 
He was taken to the Oconto hospital 
to receive medical clearance before 
being taken to jail. “While he was 
waiting in the hospital with Michael, 
Deputy Scray heard him state that he 
enjoyed running from law enforce-
ment and that it was fun.”

A supplemental report cited in the 
complaint says Connerton told Sgt. 
Ben Schindel that he took his mother’s 
vehicle earlier in the day and was on 
his way to Florida: “Michael did not 
know where he currently was.”

In addition to the state charges, 
Connerton was ticketed for operating 
after revocation of his license, unsafe 
lane deviation, failure to stop at a stop 
sign, and unreasonable and imprudent 
speed.

A search of online court records 
indicates Connerton has felony 
convictions for fleeing an officer and 
second-degree reckless endangerment 
in Fond du Lac County in 2014, and 
taking and driving a vehicle without 
the owner’s consent in Milwaukee 
County in 2006.
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Suspect in custody after 
high-speed chase

Defendant 
convicted in similar 

incident in 2014
By WARREN BLUHM

wbluhm@newmedia-wi.com

MICHAEL 
CONNERTON
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OCONTO FALLS — Rather than 
canceling planned educational ses-
sions, the Alzheimer’s Association 
and the ADRC of the Wolf River have 
gone virtual.

The first in a series of family 
education programs, scheduled for 10-

11:30 a.m. Tuesday, is being offered as 
a virtual program which participants 
can join via phone or webinar. The 
series is designed to assist anyone 
with questions about Alzheimer’s or 
dementias. Tuesday’s session is “10 
Warning Signs of Alzheimer’s.”

Registration is required at the web 
address https://bit.ly/10signs414 or 
by calling 800-272-3900. All programs 
are free-of-charge and open to fami-
lies, caregivers and the general com-
munity. For information, visit www.
alz.org/wi.

Educational 
Alzheimer’s session 

moves online
By NEW MEDIA STAFF
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