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Patty Loew:

Hello, and welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew.  This week, saddle up for a rollicking and rough ride in the state's only college rodeo.  Meet an entrepreneur who's working hard to turn her small business into the sweet life.  

Woman:

Homemade ice cream?  

Loew:

And enter the world of some visionary artists who found inspiration outside the mainstream art world.  Plus, we'll tell you about a proposed budget item that changes the eligibility guidelines for the homestead tax credit, reducing benefits for some people 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.  The University of Wisconsin, Paul P. Carbone comprehensive cancer center providing cancer research, education and treatment.  UW Paul P. Carbone Comprehensive Cancer Center, comprehensive as designated by the National Cancer Institute.  Information available on the Web.  And Wisconsin's Technical Colleges, providing local education for the crucial occupations essential to our communities.  Wisconsin's Technical Colleges, communities first.  

Loew:

Sue Sebion was 17 years into her career with a parcel delivery company when one day she decided to chuck it all and go into business for herself.  Sebion is one of a growing people in Wisconsin who have taken on the risky venture of running a small business, even though she knew that the vast majority of those businesses quickly fail.  How has Sue Sebion fared?  Laurie Gorman reports.  

Laurie Gorman:

You wear a lot of hats when you're an entrepreneur.  One day you might find yourself fixing the machines, the next stocking the shelves.  

Sue Sebion:

Today would you like some homemade ice cream?  

Gorman:

Or even public relations?  

Woman:

Sibby's?  

Sebion:

Yep.  That's me.  

Woman:

Oh, that's cute.  

Gorman:

Because when your name's on the label.  

Sebion:

You just never quit.  

Gorman:

Meet Sue Sebion, aka “Sibby,” organic ice cream entrepreneur and the fifth-generation of her family to make a living off this Vernon County family farm near Viroqua.  

Sebion:

This was homesteaded in 1856 when my family came from Norway.  In 1989, I bought the farm and then started putting the whole thing back together.  That's when I started thinking that I wanted to put it into production.  I didn't know what.  I looked at mint farming.  I looked at maybe milking cows.  I looked at tobacco farming.  Something to start cash flowing in.  And organic ice cream just found me.  It found me.  

Gorman:

Organic ice cream did indeed find her.  In just six years, Sebion has gone from a passion of having an once-again productive farm to creating and marketing a product.  But it didn't happen overnight.  Just getting to the first batch of ice cream entailed enrolling in an entrepreneurial course, finding the right recipe and leasing space from a local dairy.  

Sebion:

And I started out with a 300-gallon mix of ice cream, ordered plain white carton pint containers, like you would see in other ice cream companies on the shelf.  We got together and we made our first batch of Sibby's.  

Gorman:

And with that first batch, Sue Sebion joined the growing ranks of entrepreneurs.  In Wisconsin alone there are nearly a half million small business owners.  

Jan Gallagher:

Many of our Wisconsin households are involved in small business.  When we did a survey, we found that at least half of the people surveyed are in business, are thinking about business or have been in business.  It's phenomenal.  It's very, very common.  The problem is it's not that easy.  It's much harder than it looks.  And four out of five people are no longer in business five years after they start.  

Gorman:

With odds like these, getting organic ice cream business started from scratch, would seem like a bit of a long shot.  

Sebion:

After we got done with Viroqua Dairy, making the first batch of ice cream, we put it in their freezer, now I needed to try to sell this.  So the pickup that you see up at the plant out there, I put a little freezer in the back, plugged it into a generator, took it to Madison with 200 pints of ice cream.  I didn't know how it worked.  So I came home with 192 pints of ice cream.  

Gorman:

Not knowing how it worked didn't stop her.  Neither did the all-consuming nature of getting a business off the ground.  For instance, just how many samples of ice cream has she scooped?  

Sebion:

Thousands.  

Would you like to try some of my homemade ice cream?  

Woman:

Yes.  

Sebion:

Ice cream?  I mean, it's probably over 10,000.  This is where you feel stupid.  Probably over 20,000 over the last six years.  Homemade ice cream?  Every weekend, every waking moment I had, this is what I did to sell ice cream.  Can you say Sibby's?  

Boy:

Sibby's.  

Sebion:

Thank you.  And to make sure it was going to sell for the stores once they put enough faith in me to use their freezers to sell it.  

Gallagher:

It takes tremendous persistence and tenacity to be able to handle the ups and the downs, the surprises, the unexpected challenges are everywhere.  The willingness to risk is really the greatest challenge.  

Gorman:

Willingness to risk has been a part of the Sibby's story from day one.  But even with her product on store shelves, obstacles continued to surface.  The dairy Sebion was using to create her ice cream went out of business.  Faced with few options, she took a leap of faith and built an ice cream manufacturing plant on her own farm.  

Sebion:

This is the ingredient room.  This would be the shipping and receiving.  This machine, we brought this in from Italy.  We're getting along real well right now.  I never knew I'd own an engine room.  Nothing surprises me anymore.  

Gorman:

Nothing surprises this Wisconsin entrepreneur as she rolls with the punches, while working to keep a family tradition alive.  

Sebion:

My grandparents gave up everything they had to come from Norway to here to farm.  And so he farmed it, made a living off of it, you know, made it so that I'm here, to hopefully not disappoint him.  I don't know.  I just felt really connected and just passionate about doing something.  I didn't know it was going to be ice cream.  But ice cream's cool.  

Loew:

A sad post note to this story.  And a reminder of how fragile the stability of any small business can be.  When we contacted Sue Sebion this week, she told us that her Viroqua area ice cream factory was devastated by August flooding.  She had mud throughout the factory and her compressors had water damage.  She's been out of operation for about three weeks now and estimates about $150,000 in damage.  While Sebion has insurance, it doesn't cover flooding, and her business also does not qualify for FEMA assistance.  Sebion says there is a small business disaster fund, and inspectors will survey her factory next week.  But money from that fund is only a loan, not a relief donation.  Sebion told us, “I hope this flood doesn’t put me out of business.”  You can learn more about Sue Sebion and her organic ice cream business, Sibby's, by going to our website, wpt.org/InWisconsin.  

Loew:

It's 12 weeks into the fiscal year and counting and lawmakers continuing to haggle over how to spend our state budget money.  While we hear a lot about education and local government, there are many other items in the proposed budget that could affect the taxes we pay or services we receive.  In this week's Budget Brief, Frederica Freyberg examines one of those items, a proposed cut to a program that's designed to help low-income people make housing ends meet.  

Wilma Mitchell:

How did I get sunflower seeds?  I didn't plant any sunflowers.  

Freyberg:

Wilma Mitchell tends to flowerbeds around her Waupun home, laughing at the unexpected plantings.  What she's not laughing about is a move at the capitol that could cost her that home.  

Mitchell:

What does the government think they're doing?  I mean, because not only myself, but I know a lot of people plan on that, you know.  

Freyberg:

Wilma Mitchell said she plans on the refund she gets every year based on her property tax bill to make ends meet.  This year, that refund, also known as the Homestead Tax Credit, was about $700 on her $1,700 bill.  But republicans in the Assembly included a $80 million reduction to the homestead credit.  Under that proposal, which changes eligibility for the program, Mitchell's refund, like 81,000 other people's, would be eliminated.  

Mitchell:

I just feel as though it's really going to hurt all the poor people that are trying to make a go of it and living on small incomes.  

Fryeberg:

Mitchell now qualifies for the program because of her low income, but under proposed changes, she would not qualify because of her age.  She's 63 years old.  Assembly budget changes to the homestead tax credit would move eligibility to 65 and older.  

Mark Miller:

I think it's absolutely outrageous, you know?  It's hard enough for people of modest means to maintain their households.  

Freyberg:

In fact, democrats want to expand the program.  But republicans say when the homestead tax credit was created in 1964, it was designed for people 65 or older as property tax relief.  Only later, was it expanded to any low-income adult who owns or rents.  And though he wouldn't appear on camera, Assembly majority leader Jeff Fitzgerald released this statement on the cuts:  "We returned the program to a closer version of its original form by limiting participation with the 65 age limit.”  And he says, “Just as we believe that budgeting from a deficit situation should limit the introduction of new government programs, returning others to their original intent is a laudable goal." 

Freyberg:

Would it mean potentially that you wouldn't be able to keep your house?  

Mitchell:

There's a possibility, because I use it for -- to pay my taxes.  

Miller:

Homestead tax credit program is one of the most effective programs we have to keep low-income people in their homes, whether they're elderly or whether they're low-income people just starting off their business or whether they're single parents.  It's the single-most effective program we have.  

Freyberg:

But republicans budget hawks say they must work to reduce the overall tax burden and they call it disturbing that income tax dollars are used to fund the homestead credit.  Wilma Mitchell calls it disturbing that her overall tax burden under this Assembly provision would go up.  

Mitchell:

I'm very upset about it, that they even thought or considered this.  

Loew:

There could still be compromise on this piece of the budget, but so far no word that either side has budged.  In next week's Budget Brief, Frederica examines how competing budget proposals would affect the state's stewardship fund, which is used to buy land to preserve it.  

Loew:

Our next report takes us into the world of art.  The beauty of the creative spark is that it inspires each artist in a different way.  Some express that inspiration through paintings.  Others through sculpture.  And then, as producer Liz Koerner explains, there are those who entirely transform their worlds.  

Liz Koerner:

The John Michael Kohler Art Center has filled the walls, the halls and even the great outdoors in a current exhibit called Sublime Spaces and Visionary Worlds.  They call the creators of this work artists environment builders, because they filled their world with art.  

Leslie Umberger:

Each one decided to shape their own world according to the way that they wanted it, and it didn't have to match anybody else's standards for what home or art could be.  

Koerner:

For the last 30 years, the Kohler Art Center has collected work from across the country and as far away as India.  Twenty-two artists are included.  Almost half are from Wisconsin.  One challenge with this exhibit is showing work that can't be moved from its original site.  For these creations, photographs serve as a stand-in.  Tom Every's sculpture is called the Forevertron.  

Which is 50 feet high and 60 feet deep and 120 feet wide.  It is extraordinary and it's made out of salvage.  

Koerner:

Ruth Deyoung Kohler got interested in this type of art years ago on a road trip to phillips, Wisconsin.  

Ruth Deyoung Kohler:

One of our board members long ago told me about an artist named Fred Smith.  And he said I am going to take you to the Wisconsin Concrete Park.  And he said you're never going to be the same.  And he was right.  

Koerner:

The art center displays some of Fred Smith's sculptures, but the environment he created makes more sense on site.  

Umberger:

Walking into a space in the Wisconsin north woods where the scents and sounds are as much a part of what you're seeing, as the almost 300 life-size and over life-size concrete horses, and cowboys, and native Americans, and Chinese immigrants.  Not only do the pieces relate to one another, they relate to that particular place.  

Koerner:

Not all the artists in the exhibit created outdoor environments.  Levi Fisher Ames from Monroe made a world filled with tiny carved animals.  

Umberger:

He began seeking out animals from farther afield, going to the circus, to the side show, looking at library looks, looking at new publications that were really getting into the world of animals, the exotic, beyond Wisconsin.  Even made a big deal about carving Wisconsin's legendary Hodag, the folk creature from the north woods.  

Koerner:

Ames began carving his animals during the Civil War while recuperating from injuries.  After the war, he took his show on the road.  

DeYoung Kohler:

He took this whole menagerie of animals with him from county fair to county fair and other such venues.  They are so fascinating.  You cannot go into the gallery without succumbing to their charm.  

Koerner:

The Kohler also preserves the remaining works from sites that no longer exist.  

DeYoung Kohler:

Perhaps the most moving time that I ever had was finding the work of Eugene von Bruenchenhein in Milwaukee.  

Koerner:

Bruenchenhein died penniless in the early 1980s at the age of 73.  He left behind a widow who had no means of support.  She invited Kohler to their home, which was filled from floor to ceiling with his art.  

DeYoung Kohler:

I would say 10,000 photographs and 1,000 paintings, perhaps 750 vessels made of clay that he dug at a construction site and then fired in his little wood stove that heated the house.  

Umberger:

Chicken bones were another fabulous material that he was able to make productive.  He saw their potential as building blocks and made a series of chicken bone thrones, painted in all colors, every one a different design than the one before.  And another amazing body of work he did were glass arrowheads.  He was fascinated with the way the Native Americans napped the projectile points, kind of chipping to achieve that very sharp, pointed edge.  

Koerner:

Even though the Kohler Art Center couldn't save the home where the artist created his environment, they purchased his entire collection.  

Umberger:

We might not be able to save this environment where it was made, but a really important second line of preservation is keeping a body of work together that can still tell that artist's story.  

Koerner:

Another artist environment builder who began inside her home is Mary Nohl from Fox Point.  

DeYoung Kohler:

I'll never forget the first time I met her.  As we went through the house, we started out in the kitchen, and she opened a drawer and said this is where I began.  

Koerner:

And from that beginning, Mary Nohl spent the rest of her life creating art that covered both the inside and the outside of her home.  And like von Bruenchenhein, the range of materials she used seems endless.  

DeYoung Kohler:

Wonderful silver jewelry that she created after melting her mother's silver.  

Koerner:

Artist environment builders like Mary Nohl and the others in this exhibit seem to be driven by the need to shape their world, a need that defines their entire lives.  

DeYoung Kohler:

All is having this encompassing vision, this vision of a whole, I think far beyond any individual work.  And that is what sets these people apart.  

loew:

ou can check out the Sublime Spaces and Visionary Worlds exhibit for yourself through January 2008.  You can also find more information about the exhibit by going to our website at wpt.org/InWisconsin.  

Loew:

We make a 185-degree shift from the world of art to sports for our final report this week.  Art Hackett takes us to a popular annual sporting event that kicks off with the athletes getting kicked off of horses and bulls.  It's the rodeo weekend at the University of Wisconsin-River Falls.  

Art Hackett:

A rodeo isn't really all that different from a college track meet.  Teams come from all over the region, but the contestants need to bring more than just a pair of shoes.  The parking lot at our motel was filled with pickup trucks from the Dakotas and Nebraska.  They had all bales of hay in the back.  

River Falls qualifies as the west in that it's the western-most point in Wisconsin.  It's probably a stereotype, but UW-River Falls has the reputation of being the campus where you're most likely to meet a kid from Minnesota.  About 50 years ago, it became the place where “Yah-hey” meets “Yee-hah.”  

Friday night lights may refer to football in Texas.  In River Falls for one Friday in September, they mean rodeo.  The UW-River Falls rodeo is the only college rodeo in Wisconsin.  Even on a night when the temperatures were pushing record lows, the stands were filled.  

Annie Schaal:

I've never really been to any football games.  I don't really care about football.  But we have at least 1,000 spectators here at each of our performances.  And that's just in two days.  We'll have 3,000 people come on this farm just to see our rodeo.  

Hackett:

Annie Schaal of Forest Lake, Minnesota, competes in goat tying.  This involves her riding her horse the length of the arena, then tackling and tying the legs of a goat.  

Announcer:

She’s good...  She can tie goats! 

River Falls.  She's one of your own.  

Hackett:

Tony Jilek, who teaches genetics at UW-River Falls,  recently retired as the rodeo club's advisor.  

Tony Jilek:

There were a group of students on campus back in 1963 that were interested in rodeo and they got together and talked with the administration about forming a rodeo club.  

Hackett:

The students' interest may have something to do with the fact that UW-River Falls has long offered a program in equine animal science.  Equines.  Most people call them horses, are as much a part of the rodeo as the students.  Cowboys try to avoid being thrown from them.  Cowboys and cowgirls use them as an assist to accomplish something, like lassoing a calf or chasing down a steer.  Or riders simply try to make them go faster around barrels than someone else's horse.  Rachel Tiedeman is from Rio.  

Rachel Tiedeman:

I came up here for their pre-vet program and then the rodeo program was just a plus.  So here for school, of course, and hopefully make it into vet school someday.  

Hackett:

Rodeo is not for fragile frames or fragile egos.  In some events, like steer wrestling, all the travel, all the practice can go down the drain in the first few seconds after the steer leaves the chute.  A slow runner at a track meet goes home with a time even if it's a slow time.  If the steer runs the opposite direction, cowboy registers no time at all.  While River Falls students compete in the events, they are also responsible for putting on the show.  The River Falls rodeo is unusual because it's student-run.  

Nathan O’Connor:

A lot of schools, their rodeo is funded by the university.  Only reason they have a rodeo here is because they went out and solicited $12,000 in sponsorship money to hold this event.  

Hackett:

There is a rodeo team at River Falls.  There is also a rodeo club.  That's because there are some who ride in competition and some just want to be part of the rodeo.  

Amanda Johnson:

That's the beautiful thing about this organization, is that even though you may not ride, I mean, we have a club.  They support the team members.  They help them put on the rodeo.  We work it during -- when the team members are riding.  

Hackett:

Amanda Johnson of Kendall in Monroe County is president of the rodeo club.  And she just completed her reign as River Falls Rodeo Queen.  She grew up on a dairy farm, but came to River Falls to learn to work with horses.  At Friday night's performance, she handed her crown, sash and chaps over to Ashley Horsch of St. Joseph, Minnesota.  Once the River Falls rodeo is over, the team and club will focus on competition at other rodeos between now and next spring.  

Schaal:

It's kind of really stressful, especially our spring schedule.  We have rodeos back to back every single weekend right before finals.  

Hackett:

Like other athletes, they have to manage their sport and schooling, a fact complicated by the fact that the sport involves hauling horses and people on a circuit that extends to the far side of South Dakota.  

Schaal:

It's more than fun.  We all have such a blast.  It's an amazing opportunity to be able to haul down the road and go to South Dakota, North Dakota, Lincoln, Nebraska.  

Hackett:

Departing from the University of Wisconsin-River Falls.  

Johnson:

Yeah.  It may not be the first place that you think of for a rodeo team, but we're here.  We're holding strong.  

Loew:

And that's our program for this week.  Join us next time when we show you how Wisconsin business owners are capitalizing on the ecotourism industry.  That's next week.  In the meantime, enjoy this glimpse of the Necedah Wildlife Refuge.  For "In Wisconsin," I'm Patty Loew.  Have a great week.  
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