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Patty Loew:

Hello, everyone.  Welcome to our summer season of "In Wisconsin."  I'm Patty Loew.  We're here at High Cliff State Park in Calumet County.  We'll show you more of the park later on, but first find out why friends and families say this man has more than a sporting chance as he competes in one of the nation's top athletic events. 

Man:

I have never seen a special sport athlete say, “I don't feel like playing today.” They're all there. They're all heart, and they give it everything they've got. 

Loew:

Pack your bags for a different sort of summer camp where a big yarn isn't just something told around a campfire. 

Woman:

I thought I knew how to knit. Wow!  The things you relearn. 

Loew:

And see why diesel isn't necessarily the most popular fuel at this truck stop. 

Woman:

What type of coffee are you on right now? 

Man:

Good question. I don't even know. I never know. All I know is it's coffee. 

Loew:

All that plus more of the scenery from High Cliff State Park, "In Wisconsin." 

Earlier this month, Wisconsin sent 62 athletes to the first-ever national Special Olympics competition. One of them was an athlete by the name of Merle Cooney. We caught up with him earlier this spring as he set his sights on gold. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Merle Cooney is 27 years old. He's been competing in regional Special Olympics since he was nine. Now he's taking his athletic skills to the next level. Cooney is a member of the Team Wisconsin men's softball squad. 

Merle Cooney:

I think we could go if we go as a team. If we make mistakes, we're going to make mistakes as a team. I can't say, but I think we're going to go for the gold. I want a gold. 

Freyberg:

Medals aside, just making this national softball team is an honor. Of the more than 100 Special Olympic athletes from across Wisconsin that applied, 15 were chosen. 

Mark Wolfgram:

Then now to be selected, just the name along, part of the national games, the first-ever national games team. So that's a big deal. 

Freyberg:

Cooney and his parents have 18 years of Special Olympics memories. 

Merle:

My first track uniform. 

Richard Cooney:

Your number? 

Cooney:

Yeah. 

Pat Cooney:

Merle enjoys no matter what he does, no matter whether he wins or loses. He has the attitude that he's having a good time and he's doing the best he can do. 

Richard:

It makes me feel proud that Merle, and all these other athletes, have a place to compete. 

Merle:


It gives me the chance to play, because I asked once my coach, who I had in high school, if I could go and play regular baseball, and he said you would have to sit on the bench because I like to win. 

Freyberg:

That coach may not have understood Cooney's winning attitude and his uncommon drive. When Cooney's not training or playing sports, he works at a local restaurant. His bosses say he's a favorite with the customers as the flame-broiled grill chef. Cooney's dad says his son has a real mind for money. His dad says every two years Cooney buys himself a new car taking pride in his ride and his self-reliance. 

Merle:

This is my house. All white, as you can tell. 

Freyberg:

He's even saved enough to buy his own house. That's where he safely keeps his gold. 

Merle:

Thess three medals that I got so far, that's my weight lifting one. First place. First place on the bench. 

Pat:

We're very proud of Merle. He has come a long way and he's doing a great job. 

Freyberg:

Pat and Richard Cooney adopted Merle as a baby. His mom says that when he came to them he was significantly delayed. His parents marvel that, despite his struggles, he has come so far. They say being a Special Olympic athlete has shaped him. 

Pat:

It's given him a lot of self-esteem, good self-esteem, pride, feels good about himself. 

Richard:

A special sport athlete, they may be missing something, but they sure got something none of us have got. I have never seen a special sport athlete say, “I don't feel like playing today.” They're all there. They're all heart, and they give it everything they've got. 

Freyberg:

And Cooney gives it everything he's got in everything he does. His current coach has all the confidence in him. 

Wolfgram:

He knows his stuff. 

Freyberg:

So never mind that high school coach who said he'd have to warm the bench if he wanted to play on a winning team, because if Merle Cooney has his way, his Team Wisconsin will capture gold in men's softball at nationals. 

Loew:

Cooney and the Wisconsin Men's Softball Team took fourth place at this year's Special Olympics. Louisiana came in first. Overall, Wisconsin brought openly 88 medals from the first-ever national games. But Special Olympics of Wisconsin now says it has some budget problems. They're looking at cutbacks and layoffs and hoping that doesn't affect programs for athletes. 

Graphic:

When and where were the first international Special Olympics held?

July 20, 1968 at Soldier Field in Chicago, Illinois.

China will hold the next International Special Olympics Summer games in 2007.

Source: specialolympics.com

Loew:

One of the striking features, here at High Cliff, is this statue of red bird, a Ho-Chunk war chief. The Ho-Chunk were the original inhabitants of the area that became known as High Cliff State Park. High Cliff is just the kind of setting many of us remember from summer camp. Remember the craft projects, those stamped leather belts, or maybe it was something with glue, leaves, and feathers. That's nothing compared to what some campers from Marshfield create. 

Art Hackett:


You will recognize them by the bags they carry, bags filled with projects in progress. 

Woman:

Hi. What do you have stuck in here? 

Woman:

Everything, and mine from the past. 

Hackett:

Knitting projects. It is called knitting camp. 

Betty Kendrick:

You live in a tent, roast marshmallows, you know, the whole idea of a camp. 

Lisbeth Upitis:

Well, it started as a camp, you know. They were actually up in shell lake in campgrounds. 

Hackett:

But it's grown beyond that. 

Christi Jacobs:

Welcome to camp, I'm Christi Jacobs and I'm the camp administrator. 

Hackett:

There were reminders of camp, like T-shirts. 

Jacobs:

Camp T-shirts. Gee, who picked out the color for the camp T-shirt? 

Woman:

One, two, three, cheese. 

Hackett:

Group photos. 

Woman:

And I hope I have enough yarn --  

Hackett:

And craft projects. In fact, the camp is pretty much a nonstop craft project. 

Woman:


I'm determined to get that done. 

Meg Swansen:

Good morning. 

Hackett:

Meg Swansen is the lead teacher at the camps. She's the owner of schoolhouse press in Pittsville. They publish and sell knitting books and videos. The first camp teacher was Swansen's mother, Elizabeth Zimmermann. 

Are a lot of these people your mother's disciples? 

Swansen:

Absolutely, yeah. She was mesmerizing. She wrote five books and had a couple of television programs. Those were wonderful, and they were shown around the country on public television. 

Elizabeth Zimmerman:

This is Elizabeth Zimmermann doing a little tady piece of knitting just to get myself started. This is called the knitting workshop, and I've been working like mad. 

Hackett:

Elizabeth Zimmermann died in 1999. Her picture hangs on the wall of the classroom. Swansen says the first two sessions are closer to the camps her mother taught. 

Swansen:

A lot of people will make a bunch of scarfs and then go on and do something else, and that's fine, but a lot of scarf knitters have become caught by the concept of what is possible in knitting, and they came to camp and they're just ravenous for technique. 

Hackett:

But the last two sessions of the event has shifted toward social events. 

Kendrick:

I keep coming back because I find it-- I look forward now to it as a retreat. 

Hackett:

But there is also teaching. 

Woman:

Other people, instead of tightening the last knit stitch, will purl into the back. 

Kendrick:

When I first came, I was in the beginners and I learned a lot of things. I thought I knew how to knit. Wow! The things you relearn. 

Hackett:

Meg Swansen is why Linda Padoco came all the way from Oklahoma. 

Linda Padoco:

Meg, absolutely Meg. She and Elizabeth, her mother, are goddesses, knitting goddesses, I mean --  

Hackett:

Zimmermann kept people from getting so knotted up about knitting. 

Upitis:

Elizabeth was just an amazing knitting architect. She helped people understand that, first of all, to become thinking knitters, not just blind followers. 

Padoco:

There's no wrong way to knit was one of the things, and so much of our lives now are, well, you have to do it this way. Why? Because, you have to. And with her it's the process, and it's what you get out of it. 

Hackett:

The knitting goes on from Thursday knight to Monday noon. Even those adopting Zimmermann's relaxed attitude need relief. There are show-and-tell sessions. Some of the items displayed have been years in the making inspired from a camp session from years before. 

M’Lou Baber:

Two years ago I met Greg for the first time at camp. 

Hackett:

And M'Lou Baber noticed Greg cotton's tie dyed T-shirt. 

Baber:

I took lots of partly cloudy tours and went home and charted it and knit a tie dyed sweater. 

Hackett:

And this is the first time you've seen it? 

Greg:

I saw a photograph of it last year, but it's the first time I've seen it, yeah. 

Hackett:

And your reaction? 

Greg:

Wow! It's amazing. 

Swansen:

And it's not plastic. You get to knit with real wool from real sheep, and you get to knit a real sweater for someone you love, and you know that there's a part of you in every single stitch. And if you're knitting specifically for someone, you're thinking about them the whole time, you know, and it really is-- it's an act of love. 

Baber:

And I'm going to give it to him to let his daughters wear it. 

Swansen:

I think it's tangible and it's soothing, but it's not always soothing. When I'm in the middle of a new design, for instance, a color pattern or something, I get very excited. I'll get up early and stay up late to watch this stuff come out of my needles. 

Woman:

Knitters are these wonderfully compulsive, obsessive people, and you're in a room with everyone like you, and it's great. 

Swansen:

Someone said it's cheaper than a shrink. You know, when you finish with a round of golf, what do you have to show for it? We have a sweater. 

Jacobs:

Good morning, knitters. 

Audience:

Good morning, Christi. 

Jacobs:

It's our last day. 

Audience:

Oh, no. 

Hackett:

A summer camp for kids might come to a close with a swimming contest or a talent show. Knitters camp is no different. One year ago the campers picked a theme for this year's contest project. The theme was masks. 

Cyndi McCorsley:

It’s knit in one piece from the front and back, so here's the water. 

Hackett:

Cyndi McCorsley of North Carolina calls her project Nemo. 

Woman:

And to shut out the outside world. 

Audience:

Ooh. 

Man:

Zorro comes out of the closet. 

Woman:

It's supposed to be a sock monkey, but like my husband said, it's kind of a sock cow. 

Woman:

And mine is titled "just hand over the yarn and nobody gets hurt." 

Hackett:

Camp ends with a flurry of photo flashes. 

Kendrick:

Maybe this is the only time we'll see each other in a year, but yet there's all those memories of having eaten together, knit together, groaned and moaned together over the ripping out that goes along with knitting. Because if you knit, you also rip. 

Swansen:

I tell you, knitting, it's powerful. 

Loew:

Knitting camps are really becoming something to write home about. Lakeside Fibers recently held a knitting retreat on Washington Island. 

Graphic: 

Many people take to the road for summer vacations...

How many miles of interstate highway are within our borders?

There are 743 miles of interstate highway in Wisconsin.

Source: Wisconsin DOT

Loew:

2006 is the 50th anniversary of the interstate highway system. Earlier this summer, Governor Jim Doyle designated a special week of the interstate. This week's Wisconsin Retro report takes us back to 1986 and celebrates something else that's become somewhat of a cultural icon, the roadside truck stop. 

Narrator:

How best to describe a road? Well, to get a taste of the interstate and its travelers, take a slice of one section. Try the juncture, where the western border of Wisconsin and the eastern edge of Minnesota, separated by the St.Croix River join, linked by interstate 94. The closest border town is Hudson, Wisconsin, and close to the three mile marker from the border is Labron's truck stop, one of the largest truck stops near the border of Minneapolis and St. Paul, a little town all of its one, with a large transient population that stays only for a few hours, sometimes for a few days. 

Man:

We talked on the radio for quite a while, but then we came in and had coffee. 

Man:

You've been sitting in here since what, 3:00 last night? 

Man:

Something like that. 

Narrator:

A community with its own special customers and customs. 

How about you, ma'am? 

Woman:

Little sister. 

Narrator:

And yours? 

Man:

Dragonfly. 

Narrator:

I've got to ask how you picked those. How did you pick drag on firefly? 

Man:

You go up one hill and down the other. What can I say? Just the way it goes. 

Narrator:

And flying eagle? Just because it had a nice ring to it?

Man:

No. I'm part American Indian, and my great grandmother, one somebody in the family always carries the Indian names. 

Narrator:

And little sister was? 

Woman:

Next best thing to big brother.

Narrator:

Terry LaPlant, manager of Labron's. 

This time of year? 

Terry LaPlant:

Oh, probably about 70%, 80% will be truckers.  

Narrator:

They are the cowboys of this country's last frontier, the highway, the stuff of legends and song lyrics.

Narrator:

What do you like best about it? 

Woman:

Independence, freedom. I don’t punch a time clock, the fact that I can travel around. I'm actually what people living most of their lives retire to do. My idea of a vacation is going home. 

Narrator:

The road in America will always be more than a layer of concrete, sandwiched in among the gravel and rebars are a lot of American myths. 

Carol Ann Marling:

It's freedom from constraints, it's freedom from home, freedom from what your parents are telling you to do, it's freedom from law. 

Narrator:


Carol Ann Marling is a professor of art history in popular culture at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis. 

Marling:

My friends all think it's a mercy that I don't have a yard with a 20-foot trout in it. 

Narrator:

Marlene has a fascination for many facets of the road, in particular roadside attractions, those large-scale creatures that slow down traffic along the highway. We spoke with her at one of her favorites, a well populated miniature golf parts in St. Paul, Minnesota. 

Marling:

Part of the American urge to get out on the road is sort of like Tom Sawyer and Huck Finn going down the Mississippi River, too. It's to have some kind of private frontier venture. Davey Crockett and the boats, moving out in the landscape, see what's going to happen. 

But the song of the open road knows no season. Adventure knows no upper limit. 

I'm really, I'm amazed. I think that's very brave of you to go out in this weather and take a ride on a motorcycle. 

Man:

You should take a ride on one and find out.  Put the rain suit on, except for getting the glasses wet once in a while, you've got to wipe them off with your fingers, reach up and wipe them off with your fingers, you can see all right. 

Narrator:

This man road, and the highway was their home the movement, the means of their expression. The road has been a subject of many a novel, and many a table talk at truck stops. 

Man:

94 and 90 both were rough. They're working on some of it now, but much of it, we used to run it once or twice a week from California to Wisconsin back a few years ago, and you couldn't hardly sit in that truck for one drive and sleep. Those dips will throw you, throw you out of the sleeper. 

Man:

Once you've been out here for, say, a couple years, you know where just about every bump in the road is. And when they move the bumps, you're lost. 

Man:

The worst stretch of road, nearly unanimously. 

Man:

Pennsylvania. 

Man:

Interstate 80 in Pennsylvania. 

Woman:

Right. 

Man:

Ever since it's new it's been that way. 

Woman:

I drove that the other night. 

Man:

Oh, yes. 

Narrator:

But the truckers, the transients are not the only people who inhabit these roadside communities. Cyndi has worked at Labon's for five years. 

Cyndi:

Is there anything else I can get for you right now? 

Narrator:

Cyndi neatly side steps the teasing and heads out to log a few more miles delivering the truck stop's favorite fuel, coffee. 

Cyndi:

All right. I love java - - 

Woman:

Well, we're in trouble. 

Woman:

How many pots? I have no idea. 

Woman:

2,000. I don't know. 

Man:

2,000 pots of those? 

Woman:

Yeah. 

Narrator:

What cup of coffee are you on right now?

Man:

Good question. I don't even know. I never know. All I know is it's coffee. 

Woman:

Do you want some more? 

Narrator:

It fuels conversations. It keeps connections going. It provides a reason to linger and helps pass the time in a place so far from home. 

Man:

Well, they told me when I left in July, I left home in Houston July 18, and I haven't been back through anywhere close to it. 

Narrator:

How long have you been out on the road now? 

Man:

I'm going on my third week now. So I guess next weekend I'll be getting home. 

Narrator:

Lonesome for it? 

Man:

Yeah, yeah. Very much. I miss my family most of all, you know. I don't see them quite a bit, because I would like to. 

Narrator:

How many in your family? 

Man:

I have a wife and three kids.

Loew:

We bring home pieces of landscape from our memories of travel, a blurred line of scarlet in the rear view mirror that flashes as the curve gracefully goes way to a straight line. This, too, is the terrain of a road drift, a landscape where smoke swirls upward over oceans of coffee and conversation pours and pours and pours. 

Loew:

Labon's truck stop is still there, but now it sells Mobil instead of Union 76. It's corporate owned and is known under the name Travel Centers of America. Join us again next week when we'll introduce you to a woman who is trying to preserve a folk art tradition from her native country of Croatia. That's next time. Until then, enjoy more of High Cliff State Park in this video postcard. For now, that's "In Wisconsin." I'm Patty Loew. See you next time.

