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A dangerous and often deadly ver-
sion of mosquito-borne encephalitis
that has flared across a number of
states including Michigan this sum-
mer is already present in Wisconsin,
according to state officials. 

Known as Eastern equine encepha-
litis, or EEE, the virus has infected
people in Michigan, Massachusetts
and Rhode Island. At least five people
have died after contracting the infec-
tion. 

In an average year, there are only
seven human cases of EEE in the entire
country, according to the U.S. Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention.
But this year, Michigan and Massa-
chusetts each have at least that many
cases under investigation. 

Three Michigan residents have 
died from the rare virus and four 
others have been sickened by the dis-
ease, state health officials there said
Tuesday, amid that state’s biggest out-
break of EEE in more than a decade.
The three people who died were all
adults.

In Massachusetts, eight human
cases of EEE have been confirmed this
year. One person has died, according
to the Boston Globe. In Rhode Island,
three cases have been confirmed, with
one death, according to the Globe. 

In August, the Wisconsin Depart-
ment of Agriculture, Trade and Con-
sumer Protection and the Wisconsin
Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory con-
firmed that horses in Green Lake,
Waushara and Barron counties tested
positive for Eastern equine encephali-
tis, Wisconsin’s first confirmed EEE
case this year.

“While no human cases of Eastern
equine encephalitis have been report-
ed in Wisconsin this year, it’s impor-
tant for people to remain vigilant in
their efforts to avoid mosquito bites to
prevent not only EEE, but West Nile vi-
rus, and other mosquito-borne ill-
nesses,” said a statement from the
state Department of Health Services. 

The black-tailed mosquito is the
primary carrier of EEE.
C. ROXANNE CONNELLY / UF

Deadly
virus EEE
present in
Wisconsin 
Mosquito-borne disease
has killed in Michigan

Joe Taschler Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
USA TODAY NETWORK – WISCONSIN

See EEE, Page 5A

For the first time, researchers have
compiled detailed information on the
differences in health and health care ex-
perienced by people in Wisconsin de-
pending on their race, income, health
coverage and geography.

The information will provide public
health departments, health systems,
social service agencies, community
groups and policymakers with bench-
marks for tracking progress in lessening
the entrenched disparities in health in

the state.
The gaps were identified by compar-

ing data from electronic health records
to an array of quality measures tracked
by the Wisconsin Collaborative for
Healthcare Quality.

That provides more detailed infor-
mation than other studies on health dis-
parities, said Matt Gigot, director of per-
formance measurement and analysis
for the organization.

The Wisconsin Collaborative for
Healthcare Quality was founded in
2003 to track and disclose measures of
health care quality in the state. Its mem-

bers include 35 health systems, 325
medical clinics and 149 dental clinics.

It will release a report Thursday on
the two-year project done with re-
searchers at the University of Wiscon-
sin School of Medicine and Public
Health.

The disparities are well document-
ed in the health and health care of peo-
ple who are affluent compared with
those who have low incomes and peo-
ple who are white compared with
those who are black, Latino or Native 

Data show race, income affect health
Guy Boulton Milwaukee Journal Sentinel
USA TODAY NETWORK – WISCONSIN

See DATA, Page 7A

Yisroel and Devorah Shmotkin were
in their early 20s when they decided to
leave their Hasidic Jewish community
in Brooklyn to begin their life’s work in
Milwaukee.

Yisroel, who was born and raised in
Israel, only knew Hebrew and Yiddish at
the time.

With his black fedora and long beard,
he and Devorah visited Milwaukee syn-
agogues to spread the message of a Ha-
sidic Jewish movement called Chabad-
Lubavitch.

That was 50 years ago. Since then,
the Shmotkins went from holding living
room services in their two-bedroom up-
per flat in Sherman Park to leading an
organization with 13 synagogues, four
schools and more than 70 programs.

Roughly 2,000 people across Wis-
consin participate in Chabad’s pro-
grams, according to their son, Rabbi
Mendel Shmotkin. Young professionals
participate in social gatherings; seniors
get help with independent living; spe-
cial needs individuals find job training

and recreational activities. The oppor-
tunities go on and on.

While most of the organization’s fa-
cilities are in Madison, Milwaukee and
Milwaukee’s North Shore suburbs, Cha-
bad-Lubavitch has expanded its foot-
print in recent years with new Chabad
houses in Waukesha, Kenosha and
Green Bay. 

Wisdom, understanding,
knowledge

Founded in 1775, the Chabad move-
ment rose to international prominence
after World War II with Rabbi Mena-
chem Mendel Schneerson, the seventh
in a dynastic line of Lubavitch “reb-
bes,” or grand rabbis, dating to 18th-
century Russia. 

Schneerson did not name a succes-
sor before he died in 1994. Many
thought the Chabad-Lubavitch move-
ment would come to an end without a
leader. Instead, the movement has
continued to expand across the world.

In a recent celebration in Milwau-
kee honoring the 25th anniversary of
the Rebbe’s death, Schneerson’s sec-
retary, Rabbi Yehuda Krinsky, said the
organization has seen more schlu-
chim, or emissaries, dispatch since his
death than it saw during his lifetime.

About 4,900 emissary families op-
erate nearly 4,000 Chabad centers in
more than 75 countries around the
world. 

The Lubavitch House at the corner of Lake Drive and Kenwood Boulevard is the heart of Chabad-Lubavitch of Wisconsin.
The organization’s headquarters moved to Glendale in 2017. SCOTT ASH / NOW NEWS GROUP

Hasidic Jewish group
has grown statewide
Chabad-Lubavitch of Wisconsin now has 13 synagogues
Jeff Rumage
Now News Group

See HASIDIK, Page 5A

Devorah and Yisroel Shmotkin are the
founders of Chabad-Lubavitch of
Wisconsin. SCOTT ASH / NOW NEWS GROUP
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The name Chabad is a Hebrew acro-
nym for wisdom, understanding and
knowledge; Lubavitch is the tiny Rus-
sian village where some of the move-
ment’s early leaders lived in the 19th
century. The organization reaches out to
all Jews, regardless of sect or level of ob-
servance, to teach them about Jewish
faith and history.

Still, it has not been without contro-
versy. Some Jewish groups question
what they regard as relentless recruit-
ing; in some countries, Chabad has been
accused of virtually wanting to take
control of — or at least speak for — Jew-
ish communities. And some Jews are
put off by the level of devotion to Rabbi
Schneerson, even in death.

‘A decimated generation’

The Shmotkins were among the first
wave of emissaries dispatched by
Schneerson to help American Jews re-
connect with their faith and heritage in
the 1960s.

When they arrived in Milwaukee,
they found only about 30 Orthodox Jew-
ish families, all concentrated in a five-
block radius near Sherman Park. 

“The East Side and the suburbs were
like the Forbidden City,” Yisroel Shmot-
kin said.

Shmotkin said many Jews who
moved to the U.S. after the Holocaust
did not bring their Jewish traditions
with them.

“It was a decimated generation that
came after the Holocaust,” Devorah
Shmotkin said. “They could barely hold
their heads up.”

The Shmotkins focused most of their
initial outreach efforts on the University
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee campus. At a
time when young people were question-
ing authority, Shmotkin said, college
students were intrigued by Schneer-
son’s message that all Jews were wel-
come, regardless of their level of observ-
ance.

“We were giving spiritually hungry
people what they were lacking,” he said.

The Shmotkins decided they needed
a house close to campus, so they moved
to Summit Avenue in 1971. Two years lat-
er, with the help of a local donor, they
were able to make a down payment on a
10-bedroom brick house at the corner of
Lake Drive and Kenwood Boulevard.

The house cost only $80,000,
Shmotkin said, because the oil embargo
made people wary of the energy costs
associated with such a large home.

Growth of Chabad

In the last 50 years, Chabad-Luba-
vitch of Wisconsin has grown far be-
yond its East Side headquarters.

Lubavitch opened its first Madison
location in 1973. A youth day camp,
Camp Gan Israel, was established in
1973 in Milwaukee. Lubavitch Nursery
School, now known as Jewish Begin-
nings, opened in the North Shore in
1975. 

Lubavitch opened its first traditional
synagogue, or shul, in Fox Point in 1983.
That synagogue would later relocate to
Mequon, where it became the Peltz Cen-
ter for Jewish Life. The facility now in-
cludes a synagogue, preschool, Hebrew
school, Judaic library and Torah center.

With the addition of a downtown
Chabad in 1990, an East Side Chabad in
2002 and a campus house in 2011, Luba-
vitch now has four synagogues in the
city of Milwaukee.

Chabad of Bayside was founded in
1999. In 2010, The Shul Center moved to

its current location at 8825 N. Lake
Drive.

In 2017, Chabad-Lubavitch acquired
two buildings at the corner of Green Bay
and Green Tree roads for a new syna-
gogue, high school and administrative
offices.

The organization has also expanded
its programming to include clubs for
women, teens and young professionals.

The Friendship Circle, for example, is
a program that has provided social, rec-
reational and educational opportunities
for Milwaukee-area residents with spe-
cial needs since 2004.

The organization plans to provide job
training for adults with special needs at
a bakery, coffee shop and art space that
is scheduled to open in Fox Point this
winter.

Growth elsewhere in the state

Lubavitch is also acquiring new Cha-
bad houses in Kenosha, Waukesha and
Green Bay.

Much like the Shmotkins 50 years
ago, rabbis in these communities often
develop a local network with just a few
families. They start by holding services
in their house. As their following grows,
the need for a synagogue arises.

In Kenosha, the B’nei Tzedek Chabad
congregation has decided to move ser-
vices out of Rabbi Tzali Wilschanski’s
house and into a new building that will
include a synagogue, library and a mik-
vah for ritual immersion. 

The Waukesha-Brookfield chapter of
Chabad-Lubavitch is also expanding,
and recently purchased a new building
at 1275 N. Barker Road. 

In the Milwaukee area, Jewish fam-
ilies often learn about Chabad-Luba-
vitch because of the organization’s pre-
school, day camp and other program-
ming available to the wider Jewish com-
munities. 

Many others are introduced to Cha-
bad-Lubavitch through the holiday
guides the organization distributes to
10,000 homes in 47 cities throughout
Wisconsin. 

You are getting ‘the real thing’

One of those holiday guides landed in
the hands of attorney Rick Marcus
about 40 years ago.

Marcus had grown up attending a re-
form synagogue. His family held a Seder
dinner on Passover and attended syna-
gogue on High Holy Days, but they did
not keep kosher or observe Shabbat.

Marcus connected with Rabbi Yo-
seph Samuels of the downtown Chabad
house. In their weekly meetings, Mar-
cus said he would learn about aspects of
Judaism that he was not exposed to
growing up.

Marcus, who now serves as the board
chairman of Chabad-Lubavitch of Wis-
consin, said he appreciated the authen-
ticity of Chabad.

“I think people are naturally attracted
to it, because you know you are getting
the real thing,” he said.

The Shmotkins’ son, Rabbi Mendel
Shmotkin, is the executive vice presi-
dent of Chabad-Lubavitch of Wiscon-
sin. In the past 50 years, he said, more
than 300 Wisconsin families have start-
ed observing Shabbat. 

Shmotkin said he is not on a mission
to convert people. Rather, he said, he is
fulfilling the Rebbe’s mission to reach
every Jew in Wisconsin and help them
“find their latent Jewish spark.”

“This is about helping people find
what’s already theirs,” he said.

Shmotkin said he believes people are
attracted to Schneerson’s vision for a
Judaism that accepts all Jews, regard-
less of their observance.

“You’re not a Jew by what you do.

You’re a Jew by who you are,” Shmotkin
said. “There’s an unconditional love
there. You are part of this family. You are
part of this Jewish community. That’s in
your spiritual DNA. Now it’s a question
of finding a mitzvah, a practice, an in-
volvement, that speaks to you.”

At the same time, though, Shmotkin
does not believe in bending the ortho-
dox — some would call it ultra-Orthodox
— interpretation of Judaism to gain
more followers.

“We believe every person ought to be
exposed to a rich and complex Judaism,
with the trust that they will figure out
how to find something that speaks to
them that they can participate in,” he
said.

Growing high school

Lubavitch has also expanded its edu-
cational institutions, with 480 students
enrolled across eight schools.

About 130 students attend Jewish
Beginnings, a preschool on the Karl
Jewish Community Campus in Fox
Point. Next door, another 151 students
attend the K-8 Bader Hillel Academy.

In 2013, Lubavitch opened its first
high school in the area, Bader Hillel High
School.

Boys and girls are separated. The
boys currently occupy the former Good
Hope School in Glendale; the girls re-
cently took over a building at the south-
west corner of Green Bay and Green
Tree roads. 

In the past six years, the high school’s
enrollment has grown from four to more
than 50 students.

Shmotkin said about half of the stu-
dents come from the Milwaukee area,
the rest from other areas of the country.

Sonia Beame, for example, came
from Florida. Her family did not keep
Shabbat growing up, but her experience
at a Jewish summer camp inspired her
to become more devoted to her faith.

Sonia looked at Jewish high schools
in Florida and around the country, but
they all seemed too expensive or re-
quired a religious background. Finally,
someone suggested Bader Hillel High
School in Glendale.

Sonia said she was drawn to the
small, close-knit environment of about
17 girls — a major change from her previ-
ous high school in Florida, which had
nearly 3,000 students.

“It’s nice that it’s small in a way,” she
said. “It’s more family-oriented.”

Sonia lives with seven other girls and
counselors in a house near the school.
The other female students live in the
Milwaukee area with their parents. She
said the environment of the school and
her house allow for close friendships.

“It felt like my two lives came togeth-
er, my Jewish life and my school life,”
she said. “I don’t have to be two different
people in two different places.”

New synagogue

When school is not in session, the
Glendale building is used as a syna-
gogue called the Chabad Lubavitch To-
rah Center.

The synagogue draws about 75 peo-
ple per week, Shmotkin said, with more
people attending on High Holy Days.
About half of the membership comes
from the former Soviet Union, he said. 

When the Soviet Union collapsed in
1991, many Jews left for other countries.

Among them were Ayzik and Rachel
Okun, who lived in Belarus.

“We were not satisfied with life as
Jews in the former Soviet Union,” Ra-
chel Okun said. “We always felt insecure
and not welcomed.”

Judaism, like other religions, could
not legally be practiced in Soviet soci-
ety. Still, some Orthodox Jews kept their

faith and traditions in small Jewish
towns, known as shtetls.

Ayzik Okun grew up in a shtetl in Be-
larus, and celebrated some of the Jew-
ish holidays growing up. 

Rachel Okun, on the other hand, nev-
er knew she was Jewish until later in
life. Her grandparents were practicing
Jews, but they never passed their reli-
gion on to her parents for fear they
would be discriminated against.

When they moved to Fox Point in
1994, Rachel Okun said, “It was a huge
relief when we noticed that people ac-
cepted us for who we are.”

They were welcomed by Jewish Fam-
ily Services. They also met Rabbi Yaa-
kov Elman, who invited them to his
house for Shabbat dinners and Jewish
holiday celebrations. 

Elman is the director of Lubavitch’s
Jewish REACH program, which was
formed in 1988 to help Jews from the for-
mer Soviet Union transition to Ameri-
can life, as well as provide counseling,
youth programs and religious educa-
tion. 

Rachel Okun said she appreciates
how Shmotkin, the rabbi at the Glendale
synagogue, has been patient and slow
in introducing them to the teachings of
the Torah.

“It was an unbelievable gift for us to
get back our faith, and at our own pace,”
she said.

Hasidic
Continued from Page 1A

Understanding 
Jewish traditions
Kosher: Food that may be consumed
under Jewish dietary laws. Generally
speaking, meat must come from ani-
mals that are slaughtered in a painless
manner. The blood must be removed.
Certain animal products, such as pork
or shellfish, cannot be consumed. Meat
should not be mixed with dairy prod-
ucts.

Shabbat: Shabbat or Shabbos is a day
of rest and celebration that begins at
sunset Friday and ends the following
evening after nightfall. Because this is a
day of rest, observers do not work,
drive or initiate the use of electrical
appliances. 

The Beard: Many Orthodox Jewish men
do not shave their beards because the
Torah prohibits men from using a
straight razor to cut their beard.

Tallit: In Jewish tradition, men wear this
Jewish prayer shawl that has fringes
attached to each of its corners. Accord-
ing to the Torah, the fringes will remind
its wearer to follow God and his com-
mandments.

Tefillin: Hebrew parchment scrolls that
are placed within small leather boxes,
which are wrapped around a person’s
head and arm during prayer. The Torah
prescribes this practice, which repre-
sents the alignment of heart, mind and
deed each day. 

Kippah: A kippah, or yarmulke, is a head
covering worn by Jewish men to add
awareness of God’s presence. Some
men will also wear a fedora on top of
the kippah.

Sheitel: A wig or head covering worn by
some married Jewish women that is
seen as a symbol of modesty. 

Mikvah: A central component in tradi-
tional Jewish life, a mikvah is a pool of
water used for ritual immersion. The
mikvah represents renewal and is used
to renew intimacy between a husband
and wife every month. The mikvah is
also used when one converts to Juda-
ism or is prepared for burial. 

(Source: chabad.org , Rabbi Mendel
Shmotkin)

The presence of the EEE positive horses
“confirms that there are mosquitoes in
the area infected with the EEE virus that
can spread the virus to people and other
animals.”

Few mosquitoes actually carry the vi-
rus, but it is important to take preven-
tive measures when spending time out-
side, health officials say.

“All residents of and visitors to areas
where EEE virus activity has been iden-
tified are at risk of infection,” according
to the CDC.

“The risk is highest for people who
live in or visit woodland habitats, and
people who work outside or participate
in outdoor recreational activities, be-
cause of greater exposure to potentially
infected mosquitoes.”

Mosquitoes acquire the EEE virus by
feeding on infected birds, according to
the Wisconsin DHS. The virus is not
spread person to person or directly be-
tween animals or between animals and
humans.

Many people infected with EEE virus

do not get sick, according to the state
DHS. But those who do become ill may
develop inflammation of the brain
known as encephalitis.

EEE is one of the most deadly mos-
quito-borne viruses in the U.S. “Approx-
imately a third of patients who develop
EEE die, and many of those who survive
have mild to severe brain damage,” ac-
cording to the CDC.

The only way to prevent it is to avoid
mosquito bites. There is a vaccine for
horses but one has not been approved
for humans.

Whether the uptick in cases in neigh-
boring state Michigan is any indication
of what could occur in Wisconsin is im-
possible to predict.

Wisconsin has only had three human
cases of EEE since 1964, said Ryan Woz-
niak, supervisor of the Vector-borne,
Respiratory and Invasive Diseases Unit
for the state DHS. 

The agency is constantly monitoring
the situation with EEE as it does with
every other mosquito-borne illness.

“We’re always looking for these cases
and following up on every one of them,”
Wozniak said. “This isn’t something we
start monitoring only when we see an
outbreak in a neighboring state. This is

something we are always monitoring.” 
The EEE virus is found mostly in the

eastern United States and in the Great
Lakes region. Infections tend to occur
near freshwater hardwood swamps, ac-
cording to the CDC. 

Why cases of the viral infection tend
to increase in any given year — in 2012
there were 15 human cases reported na-
tionwide, while there were only three
reported in 2009 — is a complex ques-
tion thought to involve such things as
rainfall rates, mosquito habitat and bird
populations. 

But there has clearly been an uptick
in cases this year.

“Michigan is currently experiencing
its worst Eastern equine encephalitis
outbreak in more than a decade,” said
Dr. Joneigh Khaldun, Michigan Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services
chief medical executive and chief depu-
ty for health.

The threat will remain until the first
frost.

How to protect yourself

❚ Apply insect repellents that con-
tain the active ingredient DEET or other
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency-

registered products to exposed skin or
clothing, and always follow the manu-
facturer’s directions for use.

❚ Wear long-sleeved shirts and long
pants when outdoors. Apply insect
repellent to clothing to help prevent
bites.

❚ Maintain window and door screen-
ing to help keep mosquitoes outside.

❚ Empty water from mosquito breed-
ing sites around the home, such as buck-
ets, unused kiddie pools, old tires or
similar places where mosquitoes may
lay eggs.

❚ Use nets and/or fans over outdoor
eating areas. 

Symptoms of EEE

❚ Sudden onset of fever, chills. 
❚ Body and joint aches, which can

progress to a severe encephalitis. 
❚ Headache.
❚ Disorientation.
❚ Tremors.
❚ Seizures.
❚ Paralysis. 

The Detroit Free Press, part of the USA
TODAY Network, contributed to this re-
port. 
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