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Patty Loew:

Welcome to "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew. This week we showcase the reporting of Andy Soth including his whimsical look at how government sneaks into your everyday life. Plus the art of kabuki. Merging Japanese dance, religion and samurai in Madison. Meet a Wisconsin teenager like none other. He was believed to be the youngest shaman in the Hmong world. Those reports this week "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. 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. 

Patty Loew:

This week we feature the favorite reports of "In Wisconsin"’s Andy Soth, an 18-year veteran of Wisconsin Public Television. Andy always seems to find that interesting angle. This week is no exception. As he joins us with his look at government's involvement in your day-to-day affairs. 

Andy Soth:

If I tell you this story is about politics you may pick up the remote and tune us out. So I won't say that. What if I tell you about new property tax increases, lack of funding for your child's school or that your garbage may not be picked up this week? It's all connected as you're about to see as I go in search of politics in everyday life here in Wisconsin.  

Andy Soth:

Good morning. I thought it would be an interesting idea to take a digital video camera and try to document the way that government and politics are a part of my everyday life. At least it seemed like a good idea last night. I thought I would start my assignment by seeing if my mattress still had one of those “do not remove under penalty of law” tags. Because you might not want the government in your bedroom. But do you really want a mattress you can't trust? Like finding that mattress tag, today I vowed to notice the way government and politics are all around me, often hidden, the benefits and costs frequently unknown. Like breakfast cereal. Am I paying a fraction more because the FDA mandates the company provide this nutritional information? I really have no idea, but it's great if I want to track my riboflavin intake. 

Andy Soth:

It’s hard to swallow, but a simple act like taking pills connects me to a world of government regulation, even the political lobbying of pharmaceuticals. And if my taking out the trash were not part of a government-managed system I would have a mountain of garbage in my yard.

Andy Soth:

Time to wake up. Now the hardest part of my day. Waking the children. 

Andy Soth:

Lulu. 

Andy Soth:

We have two children. On our way to school I appreciate that education is a big part of what government provides. And because we all pay for schools, what happens here is also part of politics. My daughter's choir and drama may be cut because of state budget problems. My younger daughter goes to preschool. It is not public but government is very involved here, too, as I learned from her teacher, Debby Ward. 

Debby Ward:

Okay. Here is the license for the preschool. It's from the state of Wisconsin. This is the city license. It shouldn't take any responsibility off the parents from also being on top of things but at least you feel there is a guardian angel looking over the program as well. 

Andy Soth:

That state license cost them $700 and means they meet state safety standards. The city license carries no charge. In fact, it qualifies them for grants that help lower our tuition. So the government has been helping pay for a small part of my child's care and I was totally in the dark. My next stop is this nearby community center where I can work out in their fitness room for a small fee. It was built largely with federal housing funds with the stipulation that it serve minority, elderly, low income, and other underserved groups. I asked manager Brad Weisenger if I should feel guilty using the facility. 

Brad Weisenger:

Absolutely not. After all, there are tax dollars, roughly $300,000. It should be utilized by as many people as possible. 

Andy Soth:

Thank you, America. I'm having a great workout. On the way home there is a stop for gas and to return an overdue library book. A quick shower courtesy of the city water department. Because the University of Wisconsin has a huge parking problem, employees like me get a free bus pass. But no rider really pays a full fare because public transportation is always taxpayer supported. My route goes by the capitol, a building I usually see as symbolizing government. But today the political debates that happened here seemed distant. 

Politicians:

Live in a different world. You don't get it. Democracy is ugly. That's the way government works in this state. 

Andy Soth:

I feel like I get more service from this guy than anyone I voted for. At work I'm struggling to make a copy of the footage I've already shot. It strikes me when it comes to benefits from government, today I'm looking like a wiener. 

Game Show “Announcer”:

Andy Soth, come on down! You're the next Madison citizen to win public schooling, government childcare support, a subsidized workout, free book use and a brand-new bus. 

Andy Soth:

But is the price really right? The true value of these things is hard to judge. After all, I do pay taxes. I pay thousands to every level of government, federal, state, local and my property tax is due. I wanted to spend my day in touch with government. What better way than to write a check. I make it out to this guy, the Dane County treasurer. I told him my property taxes worked out to about $10 a day. What am I going to get for that money? 

Treasurer:

Well, as a general rule of thumb, about half of that money goes to support your local school system. About 20% to 25% depending on whether you live in a township, city or village, will go to that local unit of government. 15% to 20% to the county, and 5% to the technical school in your area. A very small amount to the state forestry program. 

Andy Soth:

I suppose the forestry fund helps keep the government in paper. Like this sample ballot I picked up for an upcoming school bond issue. 

Andy Soth:

Could I get a sample ballot? I just learned that schools take half of my $10 a day. By voting in this upcoming issue I'll help choose whether to pay a fraction more. If taxes are the life blood that keep government going they're also the fuel that drives politics. In the newspaper on my way home the bond issue is in the editorial pages. And yet as personally invested as I am, this political discussion leaves me cold. It is one side's complaint about high taxes versus the other telling me to please think of the children. I've spent this day looking for different ways government has touched my lives and finding ways politics turned me off. I started the day seeing a divide between daily life and the workings of government. I ended seeing the divide between the daily life of government and the workings of politics. And so our evening walk and home to bed. And tomorrow, it will all cost me another $10. Seeing that story re minds me I have another property tax payment due. 

Patty Loew:

Are you going to bring a camera this time?

Andy Soth:

No, it was a one time thing. I think you'll see from the rest of the show that what I like about being an "In Wisconsin" producer is meeting people whose life experiences are very different from my own. 

Patty Loew:

That's true of the person in your next report, David Furumoto. 

Andy Soth:

Yes, this theater professor unites East and West in remarkable ways as I learned when I visited him in Middleton. 

Andy Soth:

On the banks of Lake Mendota the pipes are sounding from this wee cottage. Inside you might be surprised to meet David Furumoto. But his mother was Irish. His father second generation Japanese American. The bagpipes are his hobby... and this is his work. At the UW-Madison, Furumoto leads classes in kabuki theater. 

David Furumoto:

There’s this amalgamation of music, dance, and the acting in Kabuki, you don't find it often in western theater. 

Andy Soth:

When Shakespeare was writing in England, kabuki was becoming popular in Japan. Drawing on traditional dance, religious ritual and samurai practice kabuki developed its own stylized language of gesture and movement. 

David Furumoto:

There is a saying in kabuki that all an actor needs is a fan. The fan can become every single prop he would ever need. 

Andy Soth:

For students used to the realism of western theater, it is a challenge. 

David Furumoto:

How can you be carrying something on a tray if it's like this? It has to be flat. 

Andy Soth:

Furumoto is a master of introducing east to west. His master's thesis at the University of Hawaii was a kabuki staging of Richard III. More recently, he's taken on Gilbert and Sullivan's  operetta, The Mikado. As Gilbert and Sullivan might say of David Furumoto, “he is the very model of a modern” multi-culturalist.

David Furumoto:

What I've tried to do with this production is bring it back into a more authentic Japanese style as far as the movements of the people on stage, the choreography and some of the ideas. 

Andy Soth:

The Mikado is an Englishman's fantasy of Japan. Critics see it as a satire of British society all dressed up in a kimono. Furumoto sees real links between the two cultures. 

David Furumoto:

There is a lot of similarities between British and Japanese society. Probably the British and the Japanese are probably closer to each other than we Americans are to either of them at this point. 

Andy Soth:

Britain and Japan share a rigid class system and bureaucracy. Kabuki techniques, like this exaggerated reaction, called a --- and wood block sound effects reinforce the emotions of the play. 

David Furumoto:

It is a theater form not afraid of being theatrical. It goes over the top. The energy comes crackling over the stage. That’s the thing that attracted me to kabuki when I saw my first production. I was amazed being not afraid of the emotion. 

Andy Soth:

By being so attuned to the emotions, Furumoto can draw more parallels between eastern and western thought. 

David Furumoto:

My favorite song out of the whole operetta is a thing that is labeled "The Madrigal." It's very English-sounding, but the statements expressed in the song is this fleeting moment of life. That life doesn't seem to really last that long. You have a very beautifully phrased song that is talking about a very Japanese outlook on things. The female main romantic character in this story has a line which some people would think of as being very narcissistic. 

Woman:

Why is it that I'm so much more attractive than anyone else in the whole world? Can this be vanity? 

David Furumoto:

We had big discussions about this. I said, “You must remember an important Japanese concept. The concept of yugin.” Beauty tinged with sadness is the best way to describe it. It goes in part with the philosophy that is very British in a sense, about how even the most beautiful things that we have is really very short lived and that beauty will eventually fade and die away. 

Andy Soth:

And yet as David Furumoto well knows, the expression of beauty, whether in centuries old kabuki or 19th century operetta still endures. 

Patty Loew:

Interesting report. The next report you picked is another example of east meets west. 

Andy Soth:

It is. At the time Thai Cheng Vang was the youngest practicing shaman in the Hmong world. Yet you’d never have guessed that he’s a shaman if you’d seen him walking on the UW campus back in 2004. He was wearing a Bucky Badger hat and gloves in Madison. 

Andy Soth:

It's a Friday evening in Madison and a group of Hmong boys in sneakers and t-shirts are practicing the keng. The contrast of the ancient instrument and the contemporary attire symbolizes how young Hmong Americans live in two worlds. Their teacher, Cheng Vang, knows all about straddling different worlds. He's not only an expert on Hmong culture but believed to be the youngest practicing shaman in the Hmong world. 

Cheng Vang:

I'm happy to be the youngest shaman for the Hmong people. It’s just like a gift

Andy Soth:

Traditional Hmong people believe the shaman is an intermediary between this world and the world of the spirits. Usually a person only becomes a shaman in middle age after a long illness. But when Vang was ill as a baby, in a Thai refugee camp in the late 1980s, his mother brought him to a shaman. 

Cheng Vang:

She tells my mom, “I don't believe myself, but I think your baby is a shaman.”

Andy Soth:

This young woman has come all the way from St. Paul for Vang's help because her hair had been mysteriously falling out. 

Cheng Vang:

I have to summon the drum. The drum will enable me to gain my power and connection with the spirits. I first gather all my spirits. You have a meeting, tell them what is going on. 

Andy Soth:

What's going on is that at an earlier ceremony Vang promised an offering to spirits if the girl was cured. Her hair has since returned so the spirits must be rewarded. Symbolic paper money is burned and chickens sacrificed. In Hmong shamanism, it is thought that illnesses can be caused by an evil spirit capturing one of a person's 12 body spirits. Vang uses a rope that gathers the girl's body spirits to journey with him into the spirit world to retrieve the captured spirit. 

Cheng Vang:

The meaning of blowing the water to her is to scare the evil spirit away from her body. My spirit has a power to wash all your evil spirit away from your body. 

Andy Soth:

Vang puts a black cloth over his face to block out this world and prepares to enter the spirit world. He travels there on a wooden bench, which in the spirit world becomes a horse. 

Cheng Vang:

Every shaman have to have a horse because I cannot go without my horse. 

Andy Soth:

In the spirit world, Vang travels to the girl's home where he reminds evil spirits there of the deal they've made. They release the hostage body spirit but to return that spirit to the girl, Vang has to capture it. 

Cheng Vang:

It is exciting moment, too. 

Andy Soth:

He does this by using a metal ring like a lasso as the ceremony climaxes.  

Cheng Vang:

It's kind of like, after you call a play, right? And after you holler and you make the play work. 

Andy Soth:

Vang often uses sports analogies to explain the relationship he has to his spirits. 

Cheng Vang:

I'm like a coach. I don't know how to play football but I can coach and call the play. I'm the one that calls the play. 



Andy Soth:

The play that Vang is working on now is being the first in his family to go to college. He attends UW-Madison and plans to study anthropology to continue his work preserving Hmong traditions. 

Cheng Vang:

I believe without my spirits I wouldn't be sitting here talking to you or go to UW-Madison or, you know, educate Hmong culture very well. Because since I remember, my heart always think that, what can I do to help the Hmong people have a better life? That's like my dream. 

Patty Loew:

Fascinating. Five years later you have an update on Thai Cheng Vang. 

Andy Soth:

Yes, but I should say Yeng Ching Vang. He's married now and it's a custom in Hmong culture to change your name after a significant event. He’s still at the UW, studying anthropology, and he plans to spend next semester in Thailand and is hoping to help with a joint Hmong Studies program with the UW and the University of Minnesota.

Patty Loew:

Is he still practicing shamanism? 

Andy Soth:

He says he is. Every weekend, lots of weddings and funerals, he’s also featured in a new book, Introduction to Shamanism, by Thomas A. Dubois, a UW professor of folklore and Scandinavian Studies. 

Patty Loew:

We move now from a spiritual expression to one of family traditions and heritage. 

Andy Soth:

That's right. Abbotsford is like many small towns in Wisconsin, anchored by a hardware store and barbershop. In 2006 there was a business offering up a taste of something different in Abbotsford. 

Andy Soth:

Abbotsford is the kind of town where a main drag starts at one feed mill and ends with another. In between you'll find the hardware store, barber shop and the movie palace. And Estilo Mexicano. 

Alissa Lopez:

Mexican style. That's what it means. That's what I wanted it to feel like. I wanted it to feel like this is a store that they picked up out of Mexico and transplanted into Wisconsin. 

Andy Soth:

Store owner Alissa Lopez is no transplant. She grew up in Abbotsford, back when she was known as Alissa Rothgar. Then she married a Mexican man and moved south. 

Alissa Lopez:

When I got to the point where the kids were ready to be in school,  I really thought that I wanted the kids to come back here to school because I like the schools here. 

Andy Soth:

On her return to Abbotsford, Lopez found the Hispanic population had exploded. She felt even more at home. 

Alissa Lopez:

I've always been very accepted into the community. 

Andy Soth:

She also saw a business opportunity and today her store is a vital part of the Abbotsford Mexican community. When the shift ends at the pork processing plant, immigrant workers crowd the store to find everything from a favorite soft drink... 

Alissa Lopez:

This is a really popular line of mostly fruit-flavored drinks. 

Andy Soth:

...to a dress for a Mexican girl’s traditional 15th birthday rite of passage called a Quinceneara.

Alissa Lopez:

It's very elaborate. They’ve got to spend thousands and thousands of dollars on these parties at times. 

Andy Soth:

They also send thousands of dollars back to family in Mexico. In  transactions handled by Lopez. 

Alissa Lopez:

Most of the time they're coming here to help their family live a better life in Mexico. 

Andy Soth:

Helping customers keep in touch with family is a big part of the business. Phone cards are among the best sellers but most of the store's products simply deliver a small taste of home for people a long way from it. 

Alissa Lopez:

They're how many thousands of miles away from home? I know if I went to Japan and couldn't find a hamburger I would probably be upset. I guess that's probably the closest analogy that I can get to it. This is what they like. This is what they want. Somebody has to help them get it. 

Andy Soth:

That means figuring what will sell and when, like knowing today is the feast of the three kings. 

Alissa Lopez:

Everybody wants to know if the bread is here yet. 

Andy Soth:

The bread finally arrives from a Green Bay bakery just in time to bring home for dinner. 

Alissa Lopez:

The little baby Jesus is this big and they're hidden in there and all the different families get together and take a slice and whoever gets the baby has to bring the tamales. 

Andy Soth:

Customers may initially come to the store to reconnect with something special from Mexico but many come back because Lopez has helped them to connect with their new community in central Wisconsin. She is a translator and problem solver for many. But Lopez is happy to help because she sees the contributions made by hard working immigrants. 

Alissa Lopez:

Without them what would we do? They run the farms. They run the meat packing plants. They run the fruit and vegetable farms. If they weren't here we would be paying $8 a gallon for milk instead of three. There are needy days, I have more people that come in and ask me for favors than to buy things. It all goes with the flow. If they're coming in to ask me to do them a favor they'll be back some other time to buy something. I don't worry about it. It comes and it goes. But I do know there are probably very few people in the Hispanic community that don't me a favor. I call them in on occasion. I think they feel like I've made them part of my family, which I have. They've accepted me as part of their family and everybody helps out everybody else. If we're unloading a truck back here and customers come in they'll come out here and help us bring stuff in. It's just the way that they are. How many people would walk into the county market and if they see the stocker stocking shelves they'll help them stock shelves? It doesn't happen. It happens here.  

Andy Soth:

Alissa Lopez no longer operates Estilo Mexicano, but more businesses catering to Hispanics have opened in Abbotsford. It's not surprising given that recent census data shows the Hispanic population in Wisconsin has increased 120%. 

Patty Loew:

We'll probably get better figures next year when the full census is done. Thank you very much, Andy, for sharing those wonderful stories with us. Next time we feature the reporting of "In Wisconsin"’s Frederica Freyberg as she examines the emergence of methamphetamine production in Wisconsin. Plus tough training for troubled teens designed to help get them back on track. And these La Crosse nuns with a prayer chain that has lasted more than 131 years now enter the internet age. Frederica Freyberg’s favorite reports Thursday at 7:00 on "In Wisconsin." We leave you this week with a trip to the Little Turtle Flowage in Iron County. That's where we found a kayak group known as the Yakkers. The lady Yakkers will watch for eagles and listen for loons. Have a great week "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. 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. 

Patty Loew:

On the next edition of "In Wisconsin" the emergence of methamphetamine production in Wisconsin. Tough training for troubled teens. Trying to get them back on track. And the La Crosse prayer chain that has lasted more than 131 years now enters the internet age. Frederica Freyberg's favorite reports Thursday at 7:00 on "In Wisconsin."  

