
Beck, 18, was mur-
dered in July 1990 after
she stopped in Fond du Lac
while traveling from her
home in Sturtevant to Ap-
pleton for a work seminar.
Her van was discovered in
a parking lot at Forest Pla-
za on West Johnson Street
a few days after she disap-
peared. Her body was dis-
covered several weeks lat-
er in a ditch in rural west-
ern Fond du Lac County.

“(The Beck case) has
haunted guys for their
whole careers,” Fond du
Lac County Sheriff Mick
Fink, who was one of the
original investigators in
the Beck case, said at a
press conference on the
day of Brantner’s initial
court appearance.

A review of court rec-
ords and search warrant
returns by the Gannett
Wisconsin Media I-Team
revealed that not long
after Beck’s body was
found, investigators
latched onto a theory that
would cause the Beck
murder investigation to go
unsolved for years, haunt
the community, leave the
murder victim’s family
frustrated and, uninten-
tionally, let her killer
remain at large.

It was not until Febru-
ary 2014 that Brantner’s
name surfaced as a chief
suspect, based on a finger-
print match on items
found in Beck’s van. Fink
said the evidence in police
possession placed Brantn-
er in the vehicle. The evi-
dence was not new. It had
been recovered from
Beck’s van and submitted
to the State Crime Lab in
1990. Last year, after in-
vestigators asked the
Crime Lab to retest evi-
dence, a fingerprint
match with Brantner was
made, officials said.

The I-Team deter-
mined that several
months into the murder in-
vestigation, Craig Hron, a
car thief and convicted
bank robber, emerged as
the top suspect for sher-
iff’s investigators.

As time passed, the de-
partment remained preoc-
cupied with Hron at the
exclusion of other poten-
tial suspects and alterna-
tive theories surrounding
the circumstances of
Beck’s murder, the Gan-
nett Wisconsin Media re-
view found.

Decades passed and
there were no arrests.
Beck’s homicide mystery
turned into a cold case.

A gruesome crime

Berit Beck had a steady
boyfriend, a bright future
and a new secretarial job.

On Tuesday, July 17,
1990, the 18-year-old aspir-
ing musician climbed into
her parents’ van with her
overnight luggage. She
was due to arrive in Apple-
ton that afternoon for a
three-day job training
event with her employer,
the Boldt Construction Co. 

First, she stopped at a
McDonald’s in Racine, not
far from her home in Stur-
tevant. Then, after driving
100 miles, Beck’s 1987 two-
tone gray GMC conver-
sion van exited U.S. 41and
pulled into the Forest Mall
in Fond du Lac. She went
inside. 

Little did Beck know
that a cruel and twisted
predator was lurking in
the area.

“A young, good-looking
blonde girl by herself, and
she’s walking into a mall,
would really stand out if
someone is scoping it out,”
Dan Vogel, a retired FBI
special agent from Ed-
mond, Oklahoma, told
Gannett Wisconsin Media.

Five weeks later,
Beck’s body was discov-
ered in a weedy ditch
about 18 miles from the
mall. The recent Racine
Case High School gradu-
ate had become the unfor-
tunate victim of a daring
and senseless stranger ab-
duction and murder. Vo-
gel, a forensic consultant
on murder, rape and ab-
duction cases across the
country, believes Beck
never fathomed an attack
was imminent.

“She probably had no
clue,” he said. “Young
females might be smart,

but they’re naive. That’s
their big problem. A
young female probably
has a rose-colored view of
life. These predators are
very good at picking these
victims.”

Stunning
turnaround

During the summer of
2013, Beck’s mother Diane
lambasted law enforce-
ment from Fond du Lac
County for displaying a
lack of interest in bringing
her daughter’s killer to
justice. 

“They were going to
come through,” she told
Gannett Wisconsin Media
in a story published in July
2013. “They promised us.
It never happened. No one
up there seems to care
anymore.”

Then, a year ago, a new
suspect suddenly
emerged, thanks to sig-
nificant technological ad-
vances in fingerprint
analysis. 

Until Feb. 27, 2014,
Dennis J. Brantner of Ke-
nosha was not even on the
radar of Fond du Lac
County law enforcement
in connection with Beck’s
killing. Then, in late
March, authorities
charged Brantner, 61, with

Beck’s murder.
“You have tangible

physical evidence that
does put him in the van,”
Sheriff Fink said of
Brantner. “We have vetted
the criminal complaint.
This was not a shoot-from-
the-hip decision.” 

With two different the-
ories about who was be-
hind the murder, getting a
conviction against
Brantner won’t be a slam
dunk for Fond du Lac
County prosecutor Eric
Toney.

Brantner’s criminal de-
fense lawyer Craig Powell
of Milwaukee insists his
client is innocent.

“Dennis did not live in
the Fond du Lac area at the
time, and he had nothing to
do with Miss Beck’s
death,” Powell told Gan-
nett Wisconsin Media ear-
lier this month. 

Agonizing mystery 

Beck had hotel reserva-
tions in Appleton on July
17, 1990, but never arrived.

Her disappearance
triggered a tremendous
amount of statewide
media coverage. Beck’s
family insisted their
daughter wasn’t the kind
of person who would run
away from home.

As the hours passed,
her family grew more un-
nerved. “This is past the
second day, and we
haven’t heard boo,” her fa-
ther Dave Beck told the
newspaper. 

On July 19, authorities
caught a break. 

Beck’s abandoned van
was discovered in the
Kmart parking lot in Fond
du Lac, near U.S. 41 and
State 23. The van was
locked. Beck’s keys were
missing.

Inside the empty van,
police found an important
clue. A receipt showed
Beck had purchased a Jo-
len hair bleach kit from
the Walgreens store at the
Forest Mall at 11:04 a.m. on
July 17. The shopping mall
was directly across the
street from the Kmart
where her van was discov-
ered two days later.

Beck’s checkbook,
purse and luggage were
still in her van. The hair
bleach kit was also there.
And the van was a mess.

Where was Beck?
Hundreds of volun-

teers traveled to the Fox
Valley. They organized nu-
merous search efforts
during that sweltering
summer. Roadside ditch-
es, ponds and farm fields
were scoured.

Fiveagonizing weeks
passed. Beck’s parents,
her 16-year-old brother,
her steady boyfriend and
the family’s church held
out hope she was still
alive.

On Aug. 22, a farmer on
Brown Road found a skull
and badly decomposed
body buried in the tall
weeds in the Town of Wau-
pun.

Dental records proved
the body was Beck. An au-
topsy determined the
teenager most likely died
of strangulation or suffo-
cation.

Dump site

The killer’s decision to
dump Beck’s body in rural
Fond du Lac County could
have been by design, offi-
cials say. 

Her skeleton was dis-
covered about a half-mile
west of State 26. Brown
Road is a lonely, country
lane. Hardly any motor-
ists use it. The distance
from there to the aban-
doned van at the Kmart
parking lot was 18 miles.

The location of the
dump site forced the City
of Fond du Lac Police De-
partment to relinquish
control of the then-five-
week-old missing person
case to Fond du Lac Coun-
ty Sheriff Jim Gilmore.

Beck was wearing a red
shirt when she left for
Appleton.

When Beck’s clothed
body was found in the
Waupun ditch, Beck was
clad in a green T-shirt with
dark lettering. “This was a
sex-crime kidnapping.
Probably a rape or murder
is what he was after,”
Gregory Gilbertson, a na-
tionally recognized expert
on law enforcement and
police standards and prac-
tices from Olympia, Wash-
ington, told Gannett Wis-
consin Media. 

Still, the sex-crime an-
gle was not pursued with
intensity once the case
was turned over to the
Fond du Lac County Sher-
iff’s Department. 

— John Ferak: 920-993-7115, 
or jferak@gannett.com; 
on Twitter @johnferak
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BERIT BECK’S MURDER: 
WILL ONE OF WISCONSIN’S BIGGEST
MYSTERIES FINALLY BE PUT TO REST? 
TODAY
A flawed investigation
Authorities are now convinced that Kenosha truck driver Dennis
Brantner murdered Berit Lynn Beck in 1990, but the investigation
into the teenager’s death was plagued by long lapses, missteps
and flawed theories, a Gannett Wisconsin Media Investigative
Team review found.
MONDAY
The Convenient Suspect 
For years, detectives in the Berit Beck killing were convinced that
Craig Hron abducted and killed the 18-year-old secretary for Boldt
Construction. But Hron was never prosecuted and the investiga-
tion became stuck in neutral, much to the frustration of Beck’s
family. Then, 24 years after her death, a fingerprint analysis and
comparison shifted the target of the investigation to truck driver
Dennis J. Brantner. 
TUESDAY
Catching a killer
A litany of items recovered inside murder victim Berit Beck’s van –
a fast-food cup, cigarette wrappers, piles of cigarette ash, an
employment manual from Boldt Construction – tie back to convict-
ed felon Dennis J. Brantner. But this murder case is no slam-dunk –
the defense says the fingerprints are not compelling evidence and
there is nothing directly tying Brantner to Beck’s killing.

LIVE CHAT 
Join Gannett Wisconsin
Media Investigative Team
reporter John Ferak for a
live chat at 11 a.m. Tuesday
at sheboyganpress.com.
Ferak will take your 
questions about the many
twists and turns in the
Berit Beck murder 
investigation. You can
submit questions ahead of
time by emailing Ferak at
jferak@gannett.com

ONLINE
Read the 1991 search
warrant involving one-
time suspect Craig Hron,
the 2014 search warrant
involving Dennis Brantner
and last month’s criminal
complaint charging
Brantner with Berit Beck’s
murder at sheboygan
press.com. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT FILED 
April 19, 2015

An Update for the Town of Wilson:

Kohler Co. has always believed that good business and environmental responsibility are interwoven – it’s a commitment at work every day at our 
many facilities worldwide, including Whistling Straits and Blackwolf Run golf venues, River Wildlife Land Preserve and our corporate headquarters 
here in Sheboygan County. That philosophy also extends to our proposed 18-hole public golf course on property the company has owned in the 
Town of Wilson for more than 75 years. The principles of avoiding, minimizing or mitigating any potential environmental impact have guided our 
due diligence, fi eld work and planning on this project.

We recently fi led a comprehensive Environmental Impact Report (EIR) with the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources that shows how Kohler 
Co. intends to meet or exceed all the rigorous standards laid out for this project. This scientifi c and engineering analysis factually reviews a number 
of important issues, including impact on wetland, land use, sensitivity to wildlife and habitat, sustainable practices, surface and groundwater 
protection, public access, traffi c fl ow, economic benefi t and more.

As part of our effort to maintain openness and transparency, we have posted the complete report on the project website, 
www.ProposedGolfCourse.com. 

The EIR contains valuable information for everyone who cares about Sheboygan County’s natural character and economic strength. Highlights 
include a net increase in protected wetland, removal of invasive species and reintroduction of native plants to increase biological and wildlife 
diversity. Also, pesticide and fertilizer use will be far below state and federal authorizations, and there is a plan in place to protect groundwater, the 
watershed and neighboring wells. 

There is no public access today. The modest development will create public access for a restaurant and golf, and include a permanent easement 
for Timberlake homeowners to access the Lake Michigan shoreline. It also will route traffi c to the south to avoid neighboring homes to the north and 
keep traffi c moving on local roads. 

There is positive economic news. When fully operational, this golf in forest and dunes is projected to create the equivalent of 227 new full-time 
jobs, generate nearly $21 million in annual economic benefi t and boost the local tax base to help fund schools, public safety and other government 
services.  

The factual information included in the EIR refl ects Kohler Co.’s commitment to sustainability, responsibility, innovation, quality and high 
standards. It’s one of many steps in an extensive environmental review and approval process for the project. Over time, our plan will be augmented 
as new information becomes available and input is received from various constituencies. This process includes public meetings and numerous 
opportunities for community members to share their thoughts and feedback. We welcome that input because it will help us create a better project 
for all. 

Please visit our website, www.ProposedGolfCourse.com, to learn more about the EIR and our plans in the Town of Wilson. Feel free to share your 
thoughts via email at info@ProposedGolfCourse.com. Many thanks to all of you who have expressed support and interest in our project. 

Sincerely,
Jim Richerson
Group Director of Golf
Hospitality and Real Estate
Kohler Co.
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