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Patty Loew:

Hello and Welcome to "In Wisconsin."  I'm Patty Loew.  This week, travel to Abbotsford and discover how one business is making the city's newest residents feel at home.  Tour our state's lone oil refinery and learn its curious history. Catch a ride in a car fueled by the remnants of last Friday's fish fry.  We'll also bring you a look at a new documentary that explores the challenges many of us will face later in life.  All that, plus a trip to an icy waterfall found in Wisconsin. 

Our first report this week takes us to the small city of Abbotsford.  On the surface, the rural community looks much the same as many other small towns across the state, but walk down the main drag and you'll find a business that is anything other than the typical hardware or feed store.  Reporter Andy Soth found that the business offers a taste of home for some of Abbotsford's newest residents.  

Andy Soth:

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

Alisha Lopez:

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

Soth:

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

Lopez:

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

Soth:

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

Lopez:


I've always been very accepted into the community.  I've never had anybody say, "No, you're not going to be my friend because you're white." 

Soth:

Lopez also saw a business opportunity.  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...  

Lopez:

Jarritos is a really popular line of mostly fruit flavored drinks.  

Soth:

To a dress for the Mexican girls' traditional 15th birthday right of passage.  

Lopez:

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

Soth:

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

Lopez:

Because most of the time, they're coming here in order to help their family live a better life in Mexico.  

Soth:

Helping customers keep in touch with family is a big part of the business.  Phone cards are among the best sellers.  Customers can also call directly from the store.  And Lopez has just added web access for email and even live chats between Abbotsford and the growing number of Internet cafes in Mexico.  But most of the store's products simply deliver a small taste of home for people a long way from it.  

Lopez:

They're how many thousands of miles away from home.  And I know that 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's got to help them get it.  

Soth:

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

Lopez:

Everybody wants to know if the bread's here yet.  

Soth:

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

Lopez:

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

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's a translator and problem solver for many, relaying information between dairy farmers and their employees, between the county health department and clients.  And helping with that favorite American institution, the Department of Motor Vehicles.  

Lopez:

I call down, I say, "What's going on?"  They say, "Oh, it's you again." Okay, let's fix it like this.  That's usually what I get, because I call them too much, I think.  

Soth:

But Lopez is happy to help, because she sees the contributions made by hardworking immigrants.  

Lopez:

But without them, what would we do?  Because they run the farms.  They run the meat packing plants.  They run the fruit and vegetable farms.  I mean, if they weren't here, we'd be paying $8 a gallon for milk, instead of $3.  There's more needy days.  I have more people that come in and ask me for favors than actually coming to buy things.  But that's, it all goes with the flow.  And if they're coming in to ask me to do them a favor, they'll be back some other time to buy something.  You know, I don't worry about it.  It comes and it goes.  But I do know that there is probably very few people in this community, in the Hispanic community, that don't owe me a favor.  And I call them in on occasions.  

I think they feel like I've made them a part of my family, which I have.  They have accepted me as a 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 back out here and help us bring stuff in.  It's just the way that they are.  I mean, how many people would walk into the county market and if they see the stockers stocking shelves, are going to help them stock shelves?  It doesn't happen.  It happens here.  

It's a sangria.  

Loew:

Alisha Lopez tells us that she's thinking of expanding her business to include a cafe.  And if census numbers are any indication, Lopez's business should only pick up.  The latest census showed Wisconsin's Mexican population increased 120% in the last decade.  

Our next story takes us to another place you may not expect to find in Wisconsin, an oil refinery.  The Superior-based operation processes some crude oil into gasoline, but mainly makes a crude-based product you use every day, but probably have never purchased directly.  Reporter Art Hackett takes us on a tour of the refinery, and discovers how an industry, more commonly located in the Gulf Coast, found a place in northern Wisconsin.  

Art Hackett:

As gas prices have soared, we have all wished we knew someone in the oil business.  But in Wisconsin, the closest you're likely to come to that is the cashier at the Quickie Mart, unless you live in Superior.  Superior is home to the Murphy Oil Refinery.  It's owned by a company based in El Dorado, Arkansas.  The only times the refinery has made news outside of Superior have been when it's run afoul of environmental laws.  The DNR gives it a clean bill of health today.  Few people beyond Douglas County realize it exists, or know why there's a refinery in a place where there is no oil.  

Dave Podratz:

I remember coming through Superior to vacation on the way to the boundary waters, and didn't know it was here.  

Hackett:

Today, Dave Podratz is the refinery's manager.  

Podratz:

It's not the first place you think of when you think of the oil industry, you think Houston, for example.  

:

But if you were in Superior on December 5, 1950, you probably remember it as the day the Superior "Evening Telegram" carried a "Black Gold" headline.  This wasn't long after oil was discovered in the Canadian province of Alberta.  

Joe Lanctot:

When oil was developed and located in western Canada, they ran a pipeline from Edmonton, Alberta, and it terminated in Superior.  

Hackett:

Joe Lanctot, who retired as the refinery's manager in 1984, was working on an Army Corps of Engineers dredge at the time.  He says the pipeline company's plan, at first, was to do with the oil what they did with grain, iron ore and everything else that comes into Superior, load it on a boat and ship it somewhere else.  

Lanctot:

During the summer months, there was a fleet of tankers that used to come in they used to load out crude oil and it was hauled east.  

Hackett:

The oil was stored in tanks when the harbor iced over.  But a group of businessmen had a different idea.  

Lanctot:

That was the idea, building a refinery on the Superior.  

Hackett:

Lanctot started out as a pipe fitter with what was then the Lake Superior Refining Company.  Reassembling a slightly used plant front Cut Bank, Montana.  It had been painstakingly dismantled, the pieces were all color-coded.  Diagrams showed exactly where each vessel would be placed at the new location.  

Lanctot:

All these pieces, and all this stuff was loaded into a big, long gondola rail car.  Imagine that as the pipe was dumped in there, and rattled and everything.  By the time it got here, the majority of it was bent.  It turned out to be a construction nightmare, of course.  Come winter, instead of fitting pipe, we were all equipped with shovels and spoons and everything to dig and sweep to find the piece of pipe we were looking for.  It turned out to be an atmosphere like of a treasure hunt, you know.  Hurray, I found it, you know.  

Hackett:

Only a few parts from Cut Bank remain.  The steel vessel has been adapted to a different use.  Only this boiler house dates back to 1951.  The equipment inside has all been replaced.  When the refinery began operations half a century ago, it was tiny.  Processing only 200 or 300 barrels of oil a day.  Today, it's bigger, but still small by industry standards.  

Podratz:

If you look at some of the bigger refineries in the country, we are probably a tenth the size of some of those biggest refineries.  Refineries in Chicago, you know, 150,000 or 200,000 barrels a day.  We are 35,000 barrels a day.  It kind of puts it into perspective.  

Hackett:

Lanctot says it was profitable at first, but lacked the capital to stay current.  

Lanctot:

It was the last two years that the refinery company operated as the Lake Superior Refining Company.  It did not make money.  They had to look to sell it.  And in 1958, that's when Murphy Oil bought it.  

Hackett:

Lanctot says Murphy immediately invested over $5 million in the plant.  It's still expanding.  Recent improvements involve equipment to produce gasoline formulated to reduce air emissions.  The refinery survives in a shrinking industry.  

Podratz:

Going back to 1980, when I got out of college, there were about 350 refineries operating.  We're down to 150 today.  

Hackett:

So, what's kept Superior's refinery going?  It has to do with the Canadian crude coming from the pipeline.  

Podratz:

Some of the crude oil is fairly cheap crude oil.  It's nasty, heavy, and got lot of sulfur in it.  It's very hard to make gasoline out of it.  

Hackett:

Understand what a refinery does is take crude oil and use chemical catalysts to break it up into a bunch of different products.  

Podratz:

Propane, butane, gasoline, kerosene, heating oil, diesel fuel.  

Hackett:

But in the case of Canadian crude.  

Podratz:

A barrel of that crude oil is almost half asphalt.  

Hackett:

Asphalt, road oil, tar.  

Lanctot:

Asphalt was a very big part of the business, very, very big part of the business.  In fact, looking back at it, I don't think we could have survived without the asphalt.  

Podratz:

We are set up to produce the asphalt, store it, market it.  That's been one of the reasons that we have been able to survive it and thrive here in Superior.  

Hackett:

The Superior Refinery.  Notable as Wisconsin's only oil refinery.  Notable, not so much for producing what you put in your car, as what you put your car on.  

Loew:

The manager of the Superior refinery tells us that the refinery's parent company, Murphy Oil, still has not gotten its refinery in Louisiana back in operation post-hurricane Katrina.  He says they're shooting for an April restart.  Oil prices continue to remain high, due in part to the aftermath of Katrina.  A barrel of oil goes for about $15 more than this time last year.  That sticker shock is prompting more and more consumers to turn to alternative fuel sources.  Reporter Frederica Freyberg caught up with a Madison man, whose embraced one of those different fuels for his car.  You might say he's turning around the phrase, "cooking with gas." 

Freyberg:

Filling up isn't what it used to be.  Even for mid-size cars, it can be painful at the pump.  

Man:

It's $35 if it's empty.  

Vern Huff:

At least $30.  That's ridiculous.  And it's definitely takes a toll on a fixed income.  

Freyberg:

Vern Huff is from Chicago, but says he likes to fill his tank in Wisconsin, where gas is cheaper.  But still, he says, it's not cheap enough.  

Ever thought about driving one of the electric cars or doing something else? 

Huff:

It would be better than this.  

Freyberg:

That must be what a lot of people are thinking.  Because electric, or part electric cars are all the rage.  Hybrid cars, as they are known, are selling faster than car makers can produce them.  

Tom Arendt:

It has a gas engine in it, like every car.  And that's coupled with an electric motor.  

Freyberg:

Sales of Toyota Prius have more than doubled in a year.  And as at other dealerships, the waiting list for the Prius at this Madison area Toyota shop is months long.  

Is this the way the industry is going? 

Arendt:

Absolutely.  And that's what Toyota believes sincerely.  They are going to create a hybrid version of their whole line-up.  

Freyberg:

Gas mileage does look attractive.  Sixty miles to the gallon in the city.  

Arendt:

It doesn't need the gas engine to be on, so it's very efficient.  

Freyberg:

Here's a stupid question.  You don't have to plug these things in, do you? 

Arendt:

Never.  It's all regulated through the computers in the car, and it charges itself every time you brake.  

Freyberg:

Okay, nearly sold.  

Huff:

But who can afford the electric car? 

Freyberg:

Sticker price of hybrids can be $2,000 to $3,000 higher than all petrol models.  That's where an even newer breed of gas-misers comes in.  What folks like Mike Clark burn in their cars is free.  Yep, you can fry your lunch in it, just as they are doing at the busy Avenue Bar just down from the State Capitol where the specialty is fish fry.  And the Avenue does a mean business.  Packing them in for lunch and dinner, weekends and weekdays.  The deep fat fryer gets a workout in this kitchen, turning out golden fries and fish filets.  The stuff that made the Avenue famous.  The restaurant goes through about 50 gallons of vegetable oil a week in its fryer, and then it's dumped.  So call Mike Clark a dumpster diver for his version of fuel.  Hand-crank pump in hand, Clark skims off the Avenue Bar's old fryer oil.  He'll use it to power his old car.  

Mike Clark:

Yep, I'm not going to sugar coat it, it's pretty gross.  

Freyberg:

When he approached you and said he wanted to do this, did you think it was weird? 

Cory Campion:

I did, until he showed me the car and everything, and showed me how he does it.  It was kind of interesting.  

Freyberg:

In fact, the Avenue's kitchen manager, Cory Campion, was only too happy to part with some of the restaurant's old oil.  It costs him money to haul it away.  

Do people think you are kind of kooky? 

Clark:

I don't think so.  The reason I say that is because people like Cory and everybody else I have met, you tell them what you're doing, they're interested and excited.  

Freyberg:

What exactly is he doing? 

Clark:

This is what they call a sock filter.  You can see how simple this can be.  

Freyberg:

The back of his old wagon, he has a homemade, way low-tech kit that converts his car from gas to grease.  

Clark:

I just pour the dirty grease into there, it filters out the food particles, fries and fish, and everything else.  In the bucket is the fuel.  

Freyberg:

Clark then fills his tank, which he says is safe enough to sit on the front passenger floor, with the restaurant veggie oil.  

Clark:

Then, I just hit the starter button.  The two things that are important is to filter the particles out, so it's as clean as any fuel you put into your car normally.  And the other thing, is the vegetable oil needs to be hot so the viscosity is as low as possible.  

Freyberg:

Clark heats the engine and the veggie oil by starting up the car using bio diesel made of soybeans.  Once things are toasty under the hood, he flips the switch to burn the restaurant oil.  No, Clark's car doesn't purr like the new hybrids, but it's a beater to begin with.  He says he drove all the way to Boston and back bumming fryer grease the whole trip.  What's more, not only do other drivers not dismiss his fryer fueled jalopy, they seem to embrace it.  

Clark:

Yeah, people honk, wave their fists, you know, as if it were a Ferrari, or something.  It's great.  

Loew:

Does the idea of using old french fry grease as car fuel make you think, gee, what does that do to the environment?  Well, state Department of Administration officials say that when vegetable oil is filtered and processed into bio fuel, it produces zero net greenhouse gas emissions.  It also produces zero sulfur emissions, and less soot than gasoline or diesel.  

Before we leave you, we'd like to tell you about a powerful new documentary airing in the coming week on Wisconsin Public Television.  "Almost Home" takes us through a year in the life of residents, workers and managers of a Milwaukee nursing home.  The thought provoking film explores the very personal issues of aging, and asks, can a nursing home be a place we'd want to call home.  

Man:

You don't feel comfortable with my running around loose.  

Woman:

We're not saying that.  

Man:

Well, what are you saying? 

Woman:

You need to stay here.  It may be a long time.  

Woman:

He really assumed he was going to come back to the apartment.  Yeah, he's a very stubborn individual.  

Woman:

It's a big leap for people decide to move here.  

Man:

I would love to, but I'm scared.  

Woman:

For many people, it's a sign of their impending mortality.  

Man:

I'm finally admitting my age.  

Woman:

And the last thing they want to know is how nice the nursing home is.  

Man:

Are you sure you want to be someplace where, on the elevator, all they talk about is their bowel movement? 

Man:

She's trying to help you, Delores, don't argue.  She thinks she's self-sufficient, that's the trouble.  

Woman:

We're trying to please him and her both.  This is not always easy.  

Woman:

I've got all my funeral plans put together.  I don't plan to use all of this for quite a while, but at least it's done.  

Man:

We need to remember the spirit as well as the body.  And that's where I'd love to see this group be.  Learn something about them in the past, and say, you know, I know you enjoyed blah-blah.  And you get a little bit of dialogue.  And people listen.  

Woman:

Sure.  

Woman:

Now don't fool me.  

Woman:

Look, we got on pants, all of us, see? 

Woman:

Yeah, but I'm not gonna work here.  

Man:

And all of a sudden, they feel part of a group, versus just sitting with a bunch of strangers.  It changes the dynamic a lot.  

Man:

I always liked this one.  The lion represents all this strength.  He's fulfilled everything, and kind of come to look at the end and is at peace with the fact that maybe he's done what he needs to do.  

Man:

Uh-huh.  It expresses a feeling of longing for companionship, and an awareness that most of us are going to be alone most of the time.  

Man:

Do you know how that is? 

Man:

Reagan.  

Man:

Yeah, it is, Ronald Reagan.  

Man:

He's my third cousin.  Did you know that? 

Man:

Ronald Reagan? 

Man:

Yeah.  

Man:

He's your third cousin? 

Man:

Uh-huh.  

Man:

For real? 

Man:

Yeah.  

Man:

He is not, is he? 

Man:

He is too.  

Man:

You're related to him? 

Woman:

What? 

Man:

I said you're a very pretty lady.  

Woman:

Even with my hair all messy? 

Man:

No, your hair looks good down.  

Woman:

This is terribly hard.  

Woman:

Boy, that's a tough one, dad.  

Man:

Tomorrow will be a better day.  

Man:

Do you think I'm crazy to get involved with a woman who is six years older than I am? 

Woman:

I think you should do want to do.  You deserve to be happy.  

Loew:

You can follow the sometimes heart wrenching, and sometimes heart warming stories of the people you just saw in that excerpt by watching "Almost Home" on Tuesday, February 21.  The film airs on Wisconsin Public Television at 8pm, and on Milwaukee Public Television at 10pm.  And that's our program for this week.  We leave you with a trip to an icy waterfall found in Pewitt's Nest.  The state natural area is found in Sauk County, and is particularly beautiful in the winter.  For "In Wisconsin," I'm Patty Loew.  Thanks for joining us.  

