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Patty Loew:

Hello and welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew. This week, discover why some farmers take issue with the return of wolves. 

Judy Anchek:

It's a bad situation. When you’ve got wolf problems. 

Loew:

Find out what motivates this Wisconsin man to devote his retirement years to clearing land mines in Laos. And sit in on a revealing talk with Mel Laird about his role in ending the Vietnam War. We'll also travel to Pine Hollow to admire some of the first spectacular blooms of spring “In Wisconsin.   

Announcer:

Major funding for "In Wisconsin" is provided by the people of Alliant Energy, who bring safe, reliable and environmentally friendly energy to keep homes, neighborhoods and life in Wisconsin running smoothly.  Alliant Energy, offering energy-saving ideas on the web.  UW Health, providing specialty and primary care for all ages throughout Wisconsin.  Information on UW Health physicians and clinics and on University of Wisconsin Hospital is available on the web. UW Health, healthcare for the greater good. And by the Animal Dental Center of Milwaukee and Oshkosh.  A veterinary specialist working with pet owners and family veterinarians throughout Wisconsin, providing care for oral disease and dental problems of small companion animals.  

Loew:

Jim Harris is a retired educator who spends his golden years much differently than the average retiree. The Wausau area man travels to the other side of the world each year to detonate bombs.  The bombs are half buried throughout the country of Laos, left over from the Vietnam War. Why would Harris put himself in harm's way, you might ask? Reporter Frederica Freyberg found that his story is rooted in both history and heart. 

Jim Harris:

That was not history day, was it? 

Mai Ka Thor:

That was history day. 

Jim Harris:

That was in 8th grade. That long ago? 

Mai Ka Thor:

Yeah. It was in 8th grade. 

Frederica Freyberg:

This is a man who remembers. Remembers his students, remembers their past. 60-year-old Jim Harris taught and was a grade school principal for more than three decades in the Wausau area. Over all those years, he made an uncommon commitment to really get to know the children and their families. In 1974 he began summer visits to the homes of all his incoming kindergartners to meet them and their parents. 

Harris:

How many people here went to Weston School when -- oh, my gosh, Weston School and remember me as principal? 

Freyberg:

Today Harris returns to schools in his hometown to teach his former students about a problem a half a world away.   

Harris:

There are about 9 to 12 million leftover bombs in Laos. 

Freyberg:

Harris learned about the dangerous bombs in Laos because he took time to learn about a new wave of students settling in his school district. 

Harris:

A family showed up. The last name was Tao, and they were followed by a family named Xiong, and then the Lees came, the Lows came, the Mouas, the Vangs, the Yangs. And our town began to change. For the first time we had people living in our community who came from Southeast Asia. 

Harris:

I felt empathy for the families who had left Laos with just the shirts on their back, had left their extended family and might never see them again. So I started using my summer vacations to travel to Laos, and I would find the extended families and reconnect people. 

Mai Ka Thor:

This is actually my grandmother's family. They're the ones who live in Laos. 

Freyberg:

One of the families Harris reconnected the family of Mai Ka Thor. Harris and his former student share the photos he brought back for her to see when she was just a child. She had never met her extended family. 

Student:

I didn't think that he was going to go to Laos and actually experience it for himself. 

Freyberg:

In experiencing the country for himself during his summer trips to Laos, Jim Harris discovered something else. 

Harris:

These are a pretty effective killer if you're within 30 yards. And they can kill you up to 100 yards away. 

Freyberg:

During the Vietnam War, the United States dropped more than 80 million bombs on Laos. More than 9 million of them never detonated. That unexploded ordnance or UXO was left buried in the ground, very hard to see or sometimes mistaken, especially by children, for a rock or even a toy. The old bombs are also collected to sell as scrap. It is estimated that as many as 20,000 people have been maimed or killed by the left-behind bombs since the Vietnam War ended. This heart broken Laotian woman told Harris her story. Her 9-year-old son was killed when he picked up an unexploded bomb and it went off. 

Harris:

If you can imagine living in a land where you send your child out to help weed the garden and in the back of your mind you have to be concerned that will he be safe. 

Freyberg:

Harris says what he learned on his trips about the daily danger for people in Laos motivated him to act. 

Harris:

I can't hide behind ignorance. I can't say, oh, I never realized this was happening or I didn't know this was the case. I've seen it with my own eyes. 

Freyberg:

And so when Harris retired from his Wausau area school district five years ago, his life's work became clearing bombs. 

Harris:

Probably ten bombs, ten bombs. 

Harris:

The six-person team that I work with promises people that if they find ordnance, we will be there to remove and destroy it within 48 hours. The first six months I had that job, we blew up 1,000 of these bombs.   [ explosion ]  

Freyberg:

Harris works with a commercial company that clears sites in Laos for construction projects. His job with the company is working on behalf of the villagers. He lives in their villages six months out of the year. 

Harris:

My role with the team is to be the person that the villager takes to see the ordnance. And so they knock on my door, they flag down my car, they grab me by the elbow when I walk through a village and they take me to see ordnance. 

Freyberg:

Once Harris gingerly makes his way over the very dangerous unexploded ordnance or UXO sites on foot, he marks the location for the professional detonation team.   [ explosion ]   

Freyberg:

Virtually every job ends by exploding the UXO, bit by bit, garden plot by garden plot, Harris and his team make the Laotian countryside a safer place to live.   

Harris:

I'm the only American in Laos working in the field removing UXOs. We don't have a presence there. We're not giving sufficient funds. We're not doing much. And increasingly, the new generations of people coming of age don't even know about the problem in Laos. 

Freyberg:

That is why Harris wants to tell them, teach them about UXO in a country where so many of their classmates have relatives.   

Student:

Are the bombs scattered all over the place, or are they in certain spots?  

Harris:

They're scattered all over the place. In parts of Laos, you wouldn't build a fire. You can't pound a stake in the ground. You can't use a hoe to dig in your garden or you might hit one.   

Freyberg:

Harris says one image in particular touched him deeply, a basket full of small prosthetic hands at a rehabilitation hospital in Laos. 

Harris:

That's a sad commentary on the life in Laos, that we better be prepared for the next child that comes in. Isn't enough to have all rights. Got to have some lefts.   

Freyberg:

The small prosthetic hands are also a powerful image for children here at home. 

Cheyenne Antell:

Well, it's kind of sad, how some kids, they will just go out looking for scrap metal and then they get like their arm blown off or something. It's kind of creepy that hospitals just keep a bag of limbs right by the door for kids who get blown up.

Freyberg:

For students whose families Harris helped reconnect, his work today on behalf of the Laotian people is astounding. 

Mai Ka Thor:

I think it's unbelievable. For you to just go and see a problem and actually do something about it, I don't think that a lot of people do that. 

Freyberg:

But Jim Harris is like a lot of people. He started his career spending his own summer vacations to get to know students and their families, then spent summers to travel across the globe to build connections. 

Harris:

What about your sister? I haven't seen her in a long time.

Freyberg:

And the connections that led him to Laos, have Harris spending retirement in yet another uncommon commitment to children and families.   [ explosion ]  

Freyberg:

This time, risking his life on behalf of Laotians and returning to Wisconsin to teach about it. The teacher who remembers helps a new generation to never forget the legacy of war.   

Loew:

Jim Harris expects to return to Laos this summer. Meanwhile, students in the DC Everest School District in Weston are raising money for humanitarian projects in Laos, including book boxes that Harris brings to Laotian schools. Harris says often they are the first books the students have ever seen. Frederica's report puts a spotlight on one of the lasting consequences of the Vietnam War. Our next report features a man who helped end US involvement in that war. Melvin Laird represented north central Wisconsin from 1952 until 1969 and as Art Hackett reports, that was just the beginning of his political career.   

Art Hackett:

At the Laird Center for Medical Research in Marshfield, there is a replica of Melvin Laird's Washington DC office. He was Richard Nixon's Secretary of Defense. Before that, Laird served more than 15 years as a republican member of Congress. There are cartoons from the era in the Laird Center's lobby. This one is by Bill Maulden, the caption “what did you think the secretary of defense would look like?” 

Melvin Laird:

I didn't mind it, but I did have a head that's shaped a little bit like a bowl. Some of them aren't as nice as they might be because that head of mine became kind of a caricature that was used by all the cartoonists. 

Hackett:

Stanley Kutler is Emeritus Professor of History at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.   

Stanley Kutler:

Now Laird was no peace-stick. Most people accept the fact that the best way to contain the expansion of the Soviet Union or of communism was to maintain a strong defense establishment. 

Hackett:

Congressman David Obey was a high school student when he campaigned for Laird in 1952. 

David Obey:

Everybody in those days wanted a change. Mel was one of the new young people on the ticket. I thought if you were a republican, that was the right party and so I got out and pushed hard for him. 

Hackett:

Obey was a republican then. He's a democrat today. However, Obey remembers Laird as a guy who made bipartisanship work. 

Obey:

I think that you can make the case that Mel was probably the most influential republican from Wisconsin in Congress.

Kutler:

Because he was the man who saw the aisle between political parties not as a wall or as a barrier, but just another avenue to cross. 

Laird:

There you go. Good meeting here today. 

Hackett:

Melvin laird returns to Marshfield several times a year to attend meetings at the Marshfield Clinic, where he is a major benefactor. 

Laird:

It's a pleasure to have you here visiting the Laird Center. I'm very proud of it. 

Hackett:

Laird then shifts to talking up what he did to develop healthcare facilities at the national level. 

Laird:

Our state of Wisconsin will be the site of a new Food and Drug Administration Research Laboratory. 

Hackett:

But he insists on sharing the credit with John Fogerty, a democratic member of Congress from Rhode Island with whom Laird served. 

Laird:

I'm very proud of the work that John Fogerty, a democrat from Rhode Island, and I did as a republican from Wisconsin. And we built 12 National Cancer Centers in the United States. 

Hackett:

The complete roll call includes the McArdle Cancer Center at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. It's part of the health research infrastructure built in the 1950s. 

Laird:

The National Institutes of Health was a very small operation. When Eisenhower put the budget in for it, it was $23 million. Eisenhower called me down and said Mel, you're giving the health people too much money. But the National Institutes of Health is a very important thing for our country. 

Hackett:

Regional centers like McArdle were also upgraded. This center had been located in a corner of the old University Hospital since the 1940s. 

Henry Pitot:

We did not have enough space in that building for the research that was being done, particularly with Dr. Temin and Dr. Szybalski’s entrance. 

Hackett:

Howard Temin would later be a Nobel Laureate. The Director of the McArdle Lab, Doctor Harold Rusch was from Marshfield.  Melvin Laird had been his Congressman. He went to Laird seeking help in building one center. Laird suggested asking instead for funding of a dozen. 

Pitot:

If he just goes in and says well we need this for the University of Wisconsin, that's going to bounce right off. I mean, that's pork barrel legislation of the worst type. But he said if you get other institutes that would be interested in this sort of thing together with you and then appeal to the Congress, that might have a different appeal. 

Kutler:

Gerald Ford once referred to Mel Laird as a schemer. That was a compliment in Ford's mind. What he meant was that Mel Laird was always operating, scheming, plotting, but to do something, to get something done. It was trading off with this guy, trading off with that guy. 

Laird:

The doctor has been very active in the work on cancer and chemotherapy programs. 

Hackett:

Laird interviewed people from the McArdle Center such as this doctor in television programs filmed for use in local newscasts of the era. 

Laird:

Your work at the University of Wisconsin is supported to some extent by federal funds. 

Hackett:

I'm told that the term for those cancer centers at the time was the Lairdettes or something like that. 

Pitot”

That's true. 

Richard Nixon:

But Mel Laird brings an extra dimension to this position that is needed in this time. 

Hackett:

In 1969 President Richard Nixon chose Mel Laird as the secretary of defense. 

Nixon:

I think he will bring to this position a high degree of intelligence, of coolness under fire and also of the ability to manage people as well as weapons. 

Hackett:

Dave Obey took over Laird's seat in Congress. 

Obey:

Well, what's in my head is that I was probably a one-term wonder who probably wasn't going to get re-elected, but it was complicated because Mel was Secretary of Defense. The hot issue was the Vietnam War. And I was opposed to the Vietnam War. 

Hackett:

There are paintings reflecting Vietnam in Laird's office. Among other things, Laird is responsible for Vietnamization, pulling out US troops and letting the South Vietnamese fight the war on their own.   

Hackett:

Do you feel like you were hired to get the United States out of Vietnam? Was that what Nixon wanted you to do? 

Laird:

He never gave me any instructions about anything, but I told him that I was going to develop a plan and that the plan would be to start withdrawing based on the improvement of the South Vietnamese forces. I went over there and I sat down with General Abrams and laid out a plan as to when each division, each brigade, would be ready, that we could make withdrawals on that basis. 

Kutler:

He knew we were getting nowhere, and the policy had been wrongheaded and disastrous by that time. I think the country owes Mel Laird on that point. From his vantage point as Secretary of Defense, he never lost sight of the fact that we had to get out. 

Hackett:

Laird helped ease US troops out of Vietnam. In 1974, he helped ease Richard Nixon out of the White House because of the Watergate Scandal. 

Laird:

I said, you know, I just learned about the tapes, and I've learned that you were in the cover-up position all the time and knew everything about it. And I believe the sources that told me. I might have come over here to help you because of the importance of the White House if you hadn't lied to me. But you lied to me up at Camp David and I have to leave.  

Hackett:

Historian Stanley Kutler says those two events brought the era Laird he loved to an end. 

Kutler:

As these incidents occurred, Vietnam and Watergate, both sides of the debate have their staunch partisans. I could make an argument for you that in the years since 1974, since Nixon resigned, we've had games of constant payback politically.   

Laird:

They seem to think that it's important to have fights and not -- they're not legislating the way they should or the way we used to.   

Hackett:

After the Nixon Administration ended, Laird became Senior Counselor for the Readers Digest Association. He never considered returning to Congress.   

Loew:

We turn now to our continuing series on wolves. Producer Joanne Garrett has taken us through the history of how wolves disappeared from our state in the 1950s, after years of bounty hunting. And how they've since returned, migrating from populations in Minnesota. Now, our state's wolf population is thriving, but as Joanne reports, more wolves have equaled more problems for some farmers.   

Adrian Wydeven:

This is probably one of the most hated and most loved of wild animals.   

Wydeven:

Now we're into the phase of how many can we have on the landscape and where should we have them?   [ wolf howling ]   

Joanne Garrett:

Judy Anchek and her son Steve raise beef cattle on a farm near Rice Lake. The farm has been in the family for years, but in the last several years, she and her son have had to contend with a new problem. 

Anchek:

That dead pine tree out there, the big one, right underneath there is where I found the calf, just freshly killed. Already the wolves had eaten everything but the head and legs. My farm is what they call a chronic farm because I’ve had so many depredations.

Steve Anchek:

We lose two or three every year. 

Garrett:

Wolves are back in Wisconsin. They were trapped out of the state and their return from endangered status to a healthy population is a success story celebrated by many. But that return has brought problems for others, like this farm. When a farm suffers depredation, or predatory attack by a wolf, farmers are compensated for their lost livestock. But the onus is on the farmer to document those losses. For Anchek, that takes time and effort. 

Anchek:

I spent so many hours last year just looking for calves, that I didn't have any summer at all hardly. I was in the woods. I would go at least twice a day. If there is a calf missing in the morning, you stay out in the woods and you look until you can't go anymore and then Steve will come and he’ll take over for me. It's a bad situation when you’ve got wolf problems. 

Garrett:

She has one of the worst problems of wolf depredation in the state. It's a combination of factors. For one, her cattle aren't sheltered like dairy cows. 

Anchek:

Beef cattle don't do well in a barn. They need the open spaces.  You have to feed them -- we feed the big round bales. We have to do that outside. You can't confine them in a barn. When they have their babies in the spring is when the wolves hit. They can smell when a cow is having a calf. 

Garrett:

The cattle are in the open and vulnerable, and Anchek’s farm has woods with a creek running through it, which is attractive to the cattle and a great hiding place for wolves. 

Anchek:

Re-fence this all so that we could keep the cattle in the open and put them out here so that the wolves wouldn't get the calves. Otherwise they went back in the woods and that's where the creek is. They got the water back there. I know it's working, but it costs me a lot of money. Nobody's going to pay me for that. 

Steve Anchek:

We had to build this corral and pump house. 

Anchek:

It's going to be over $15,000 for that. I mean, yeah. And then I'm not counting any labor, because Steve and I do it. 

Steve Anchek:

This is our livelihood. This is how we make our living. We've had nothing but problems with the wolves. 

Garrett:

The problems have been severe, but still it's important to note that the number of farms suffering from wolf depredation in the state is small. Only 30 farms out of 7,000 or so had animals killed by wolves. In 2007 a total of 38 animals were lost. But any loss of farm animals to wolves is a cause for concern for Wisconsin's Department of Natural Resources. Adrian Wydeven is a mammalian ecologist and wolf specialist for the DNR.

Wydeven:

When they start to encounter livestock on a regular basis, some wolves are going to learn to hunt livestock and those animals need to be removed from the landscape because it creates animosity toward the whole wolf population.  

Garrett:

In 2007, 38 wolves were trapped and euthanized on Wisconsin farms. 

Wydeven:

I think those of us who have dealt with wolf management and wolf recovery right from the beginning realized that one of the things that eventually we have to be able to do is kill wolves. It's one of the ironies of liking wolves and wanting to have wolves on the landscape. You also have to have the recognition that at some time you have to kill wolves as well. 

Garrett:

The DNR has explored other options to assist farmers such as tracking collars on calves, but they feel they must always have the option of killing wolves that cause problems. 

Wydeven:

People don't want animals that are going to be competing with them for their livelihood living right on their farm or in their area. That's part of our dilemma, part of our charge as an agency, to manage the population, to reduce those kinds of conflicts, yet at the same time maintain healthy, sustainable populations. 

Anchek:

I've had people at these meetings that I went to, the people that like the wolves and want them to stay and everything, you know, they come up to me and they said, well, if you're having a problem with the wolves, why don't you go and do something else? Well, this is a family farm. It's been here forever. And I've been here for 44 years. And I don't want to leave until I have to. This is my home and this is my livelihood. This is what I love to do. This is home. And I don't want to have to give it up.   

Loew:

Last year, she again lost calves, three to wolf depredation. Because of their level of depredation, they have been issued special permits by the DNR to shoot wolves on their farm. While Joanne was working on this series, she came across another surprising issue. It turns out that Wisconsin wildlife officials are increasingly getting calls about animals that are wolf-dog hybrids, part wolf, part dog, and this combo of wild and domesticated animals is causing serious problems, both for people and wolf packs. Joanne brings us a report on that issue on next week's program. In the meantime, we leave you with a walk through Pine Hollow State Natural Area and a look at the spring wildflowers in bloom there. For "In Wisconsin," I'm Patty Loew. See you next time.   
