
Josh Fraundorf (left) and James  
Godsil, Sweet Water Organics.
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When it comes to food, greater Milwau-
kee is doing it right. The growing emphasis 
on locally produced meats and vegetables, 
their creative preparation and manage-
able price points are making a difference 
in kitchens, both at home and at area  
restaurants. Best of all, this movement is 
growing.

“I feel great about what these restaurants 
are doing,” says Martha Davis Kipcak, re-
gional governor for Slow Food Wisconsin 
Southeast, a global, grassroots movement 
with members linking “pleasure of food 
with a commitment to community and the 
environment.” 

Kipcak is also food program manager for 
the Center for Resilient Cities, which works 
toward creating healthy, high-quality ur-
ban environments. This includes ensuring 
access to healthy foods, clean water and 
shelter, says Kipcak. She points out that uti-
lizing local producers keeps money in the 
local economy. “Those food dollars then 
stay in the community, helping the grow-
ers, the transporters, the food preparers,” 
she emphasizes, adding that all this team 
effort makes for a strong, thriving place in 
which to live.

Beating the Odds
Kipcak also realizes the challenges. 

“Farming is hard work, and so is the restau-
rant business,” she points out. It is often a 
big shift for restaurants to keep local, espe-
cially with the fickleness of Mother Nature 
in Wisconsin. Yet when chefs utilize close-
to-home products, “it’s a win-win situation 
for everyone,” she says.

Dave Swanson of Braise-on-the-Go Trav-
eling Culinary School and the Wisconsin 
Local Food Network launched his Braise 
RSA (restaurant supported agriculture) pro-
gram in 2008. The program aims to bring 
locally sourced foods into area restaurants. 
“I’ve always emphasized that local food is 
integral to a fulfilling life,” he says.

“It’s highly important for restaurants to 
consider using locally produced foods if 
you believe supporting farmers helps the 
economy by retaining food dollars in the 
community,” Swanson stresses. Besides, he 

says, “local farmers can grow varieties not 
found in the commercial food system and 
items are picked at the peak of flavor and 
don’t travel thousands of miles.”

Swanson agrees that more farmers are 
needed, especially if the growth trend for 
local food continues. “We need to encour-
age youth that farming is a viable option in 
today’s world. In addition, the real price for 
food needs to be addressed, as the com-
mercial food system is heavily subsidized,” 
he adds. 

“As demand increases, farmers are see-
ing a need for extending their season with 
hoop houses, greenhouses and other op-
tions. Other farming applications need to 
be explored on a larger scale. Aquaponics 
and hydroponics are examples,” Swanson 
points out.

“I see the local movement heading in the 
right direction. We have a good number 
of intelligent, passionate people working 
on all food-related issues: food security, 
food procurement, nutrition. I’m really ex-
cited for the future of local food,” Swanson 
says.

Banking on Technology
It’s not hard to find Sweet Water Organ-

ics. Look for the blue-painted building on 
Robinson Street on Milwaukee’s industrial 
South Side. It’s the complex with the smil-
ing fish. The company was established in 
2008 by pals and partners Josh Fraundorf 
and James Godsil, partially to showcase 
the latest technologies in urban agriculture. 
But basically, its mission is to grow and 
distribute healthy food while pursuing its 
federal organic certification. 

Inside the spacious structure are large 
and small raceways populated with tila-
pia and perch, their tails flicking while 
leisurely moving through the water. A 
simulated wetland overflows with green-
ery: lettuces, watercress, peppers, to-
matoes, chard, basil and spinach. Eight 
staffers and an army of volunteers,  
joking about earning their sleep, keep the 
place bustling,

Milwaukeeans eagerly snatched up 
Sweet Water’s first batch of perch last 
winter, says executive director The-
resa Kopac. “Restaurants have enthu-
siastically embraced our efforts and as 
we move into our next round of perch,  
we anticipate getting them out to some of 
our great purveyors.”

Kopac says that small, local operations  
are changing the face of the food industry. 
“There is more transparency (in produc-
tion) and therefore trust in the safety of the 
food,” she says.

Sweet Water eventually will teach Mil-
waukeeans how to construct and run 
their own aquaponics systems, wheth-
er in their school, restaurant or home. 
The facility already has had visitors 
from around the world looking to rep-
licate its setup in abandoned buildings  
in their own cities.

To see and learn all about Sweet Water’s 
process of nurturing and growing its goodies, 
public tours are offered at the plant for $5 at  
6 p.m. Wednesdays and at noon Sundays.

Eating for Health
The 35-acre NuGenesis Farm settles 

into the rolling hills near Pewaukee,  

Milwaukee restaurants, shops embrace the local food movement

by martin hintz   |   photography by dan bishop

“It’s highly important for 
restaurants to consider 
using locally produced 

foods if you believe 
supporting farmers 

helps the economy by 
retaining food dollars  
in the community.”

— Dave Swanson

Eat Local
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comfortably happy in its surrounding 
fields and wood lots. The farm focuses on 
growing foods with strong disease pre-
vention properties and to making them 
widely available. It is conducting research 
to support the concept and teaching the 
public how to incorporate healthy foods 
into their daily lives.

The dream originated with farm “pro-
prietor” Kathy Bero, who has degrees 
in journalism and environmental sci-
ences from the UW-Madison. An au-
thor and award-winning filmmaker, Be-
ro’s hard-fought battle with breast and  
other cancers led to her commitment 
educating the public on the scientifi-
cally proven health benefits of certain 
foods. “We want to teach people how to 
cook again,” she says, adding that sim-
ply eating well can also reduce health  
care costs.

Bero and her family live on a 60-acre 
farm near Lebanon, where they grow most 
of their own food. Bero commutes the 40 
minutes or so to NuGenesis, a site provid-
ed by Ford Titus, ProHealth Care’s CEO 
who once heard Bero speak about food 
and health issues. After Bero prepared a 
four-page plan elaborating on her ideas 
for a farm/research project, Titus saw the 
benefits in a partnership. With his support, 
Waukesha County Tech, UW-Waukesha 
and other corporate, academic and agri-
cultural partners jumped on board.

NuGenesis farm manager Erin Silva is 
an associate scientist in organic agricul-
ture for the Agronomy Department at 
UW-Madison and active on the Wisconsin 
Organic Advisory Council. She’s the only 
paid employee for NuGenesis, aided by 
eight regular volunteers and numerous 
drop-ins.

“Our produce is not marketed, as the 
intention of the project is not to compete 
with local farmers. It is more focused on 
research and education,” she explains. 
Silva says there’s not much time at the 
farm to flop on a stump and reflect on the 
landscape. There’s too much to do, she 
points out.

When it comes to making dough, James 
and Jenny Marino are tops in their game. 
Their Waukesha-based Cybros Sprouted 
Grain Breads are called “the epitome of 
pure, healthy, whole grain eating.” The 
company was founded in 1969 and pur-
chased by the Marinos in 2009.

Only a couple of years ago, Jenny was 
a two-kid, stay-at-home mother with a 
marketing background and James worked 
in hedge funds, commuting daily to Chi-
cago from their home in Bayside. With 
the financial world in the dumpster, they 
sought a local business to purchase in 
order to “have ultimate control over our 
destiny,” James Marino chuckles. 

One evening in 2008, they had a din-
ner of turkey burgers, served on Cybros 
Sprouted Seven-Grain buns. That first 
taste was enough; and it had turned out 
that Marino had just read a prospectus 
on the firm, since its owners wanted to 
sell. Soon afterwards, the couple made 
arrangements to purchase Cybros. It was 
first-class serendipity.

Marino explains that the grains are 
soaked for 24 hours. “They can then 
sprout and be used as the primary ingredi-
ent for doughs that have no transfats and 
preservatives,” he notes. These sprouted 
grain breads are naturally high in protein 
and fiber and low in unwelcome calories, 
carbohydrates, fat, sugar and sodium, thus 
making it a great health product, accord-
ing to Marino. 

For Cybros, the future is like their mar-
velous bread, on the rise. The Marinos 
now produce nine varieties of breads and 
seven types of buns and rolls, dramatical-
ly increasing their sales and market share 
in the artisan bread field since they took 
over the company. As the couple proudly 
says, each item is “all-natural, healthy and 
delicious.” The bread is sold at Sendiks’ 
outlets, Outpost Natural Foods and other 
retail outlets, as well as served at such 
fine dining establishments as Cornerstone  
Restaurant in Genesee Depot and the 
Ozaukee Country Club.

Martha Davis Kipcak, Slow  
Food Wisconsin Southeast

Omar Shaikh (left) and Mike Polaski,  
Surg Restaurant Group
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A Carnivore’s Delight
Scott Buer’s Bolzano Artisan Meats snug-

gles into a Riverwest building that once 
housed a distillery. The small, hands-on 
company is Wisconsin’s first and only dry-
cured meats firm, which elevates its products 
into the realm of gourmet for knowledge-
able, diehard foodies. Buer’s hearty pro-
sciutto can be found online, as well as on 
menus throughout the area, including Roots 
Restaurant, Charro, Vino 100 and Distil. Re-
tail outlets include the nine Sendik’s Markets, 
Rupena’s in the Milwaukee Public Market, 
Glorioso’s, Sendik’s on Oakland and else-
where throughout the state. 

“We found the building after a lot of 
searching. It was in pretty sturdy shape, but 
my wife, Christin, and I spent a whole sum-
mer of 90-hour weeks tearing out old fix-
tures, building curing and drying rooms and 
scrubbing walls and floors,” Buer recalls. 
Their company title comes from a northern 
Italian city of the same name.

Launching Bolzano came after a career in 
quality control, as well as almost a decade in 
graphic design and marketing. Yet Buer was 
ready for a career change and now butchers 
two Hereford hogs a week by hand which 
he gets from Lyle Bogard’s farm near Lake 
Geneva. “Bogard’s an amazing person, tak-
ing the time to raise these unique hogs slow-
ly and with care,” Buer affirms.

Using all parts of his porkers, from cheeks 
to loins, the well-mustachioed Buer produc-
es guanciale, paletilla Húngara, Susslende, 
black pepper tenderloin and what he calls 
his “crowing glory of charcuterie,” the ma-
jestic speck prosciutto that is favorite food 
in northern Italy and Austria. Charcuterie is 
a method of preparing meat products such 
as bacon, pâtés, ham and sausages through 
salting, curing or smoking.

“I was doing charcuterie and butchering 
as a hobby for a long time and fortunate to 
grow up in a big foodie family,” says Buer. 
For the butchering, he read, practiced and 
had help from a friend at the Outpost. He 
doesn’t need a license to cut meat, but points 
out that there are tons of regulations to run a 
state-inspected meat processing operation.

Buer also offers tours and classes, includ-
ing one how to transform a 250-pound whole 
hog from pasture critter to porcine products. 
He’s already had 32 students from all walks 
of life for his previous cutup sessions.

What about his perfectly upturned mus-
tache? “I use gluestick. I needed something 
in a pinch one day after getting caught in the 
rain and found it actually worked way better 
than wax,” he laughs.

Keeping it Local
Partners Mike Polaski and Omar Shaikh of 

the Surg Restaurant Group have taken the 
local produce idea one step further by using 
Polaski’s Hidden Valley farm to supply their 
chefs with quality product.

With the expansion of Polaski’s original 
property near West Bend came a small herd 
of Angus cows. Polaski began researching the 
animals and decided to move his operation to 
a farm in New London. He built a seed stock 
herd and sold eggs, embryos and semen to 
other commercial herders looking to improve 
their stock. When Polaski got into the restau-
rant business, he realized that he could move 
into the commercial world, as well, using  
his own herd to produce offspring for  
Surg kitchens.

Hidden Creek Farms currently has its own 
stock of Waygu (Kobe) beef, along with an 
Angus/Waygu crossbreed; plus several oth-
er cattle varieties. Polaski later heard about 
Hungarian Mangalitsas, or “wooly pigs,” and 
decided to invest in the breed, considered as 
high in quality as the fabled Kobe beef.

There is also a personal side to Hidden 
Creek for Polaski. His grandfather on his 
mother’s side farmed in the same area many 
years ago. “Since it is in my hometown and 
I have many friends in the area and I am an 
outdoorsman and like fishing and hunting, I 
spend a great deal of time up there for recre-
ation, socializing and working on the farm,” 
he says. 

Operating the facility are herdsman Brad 
Ketterhagen and John Kent, farm manager. 
But Polaski readily admits to being hands-
on, and doesn’t mind getting his hands dirty 
during his regular visits to Hidden Valley. 
“I have boots for all types of mud, but you 
need special rubber boots for the manure,” 
he jokes.

When Polaski became interested in ag-
ing beef, he conceptualized Distil, Surg’s 
newest nightspot. The hot Milwaukee 
Street club presents the best of many of 
Wisconsin’s blue-ribbon foods, such as 
Hook’s, Carr Valley and other top cheeses, 
sticking to the partners’ philosophy of try-
ing to employ state products as much 
as possible in all of their establishments. 
Eventually, Surg will use its own Leghorn 
chicken eggs for pastries; plus vegetables  
and herbs.

“Of course we get a lot of inquiries as 
to whether or not we’re contributing to 
the ‘green movement,’” says Allie Schuel-
ke, Surg’s director of public relations and 
events. “Our pigs and cattle range freely 
on grass for the most part, which is part 
of the ‘green’ thinking. We take special 
care of the feed and do not use antibiot-
ics or hormones, unless a calf is injured or 
sick,” she says. “We feed our animals a mix 
of grass, corn and other grain. If this was  
a right/left debate, we fall pretty much in  
the middle.“

Is it important these days for a savvy restau-
rant owner to use local produce? Yes, agrees 
Polaski. “I think it has a strong draw for peo-
ple to have pride in the state and we even go  
so far as naming the farms in our website  
and advertising.”

Charitable Chef
NuGenesis’ culinary director Jack 

Kaestner is a strong advocate of using 
locally produced food in his cooking. 
At the Oconomowoc Lake Club, where 
he is the executive chef, much of the 
food on his menus originated on area 
farms. “It’s all about taste,” he says, 
with the additional caveat that there 
are also proven health benefits in fresh 
produce and proper preparation.

When club member Kathy Bero 
talked about her ideas for a farm, 
Kaestner realized that his food phi-
losophy and the NuGenesis’ mis-
sion dovetailed. Among his tasks  
for NuGenesis, Kaestner will lead cooking 
demonstrations and classes on healthy  
eating at the farm’s soon-to-be-built 
education center.

Kaestner has also teamed up with 
the I Back Jack Foundation to support 
Jack Bartosz, a youngster living in Hart-
land who is battling neuroblastoma, a 
difficult-to-cure pediatric cancer. The 
chef hosted the little boy at the club to 
show him how herbs, vegetables and 
cheese can be assembled in tasty com-
binations. 

He’ll be working more with the 
foundation to encourage people to eat 
better. “Cancer is life-changing and its 
survivors are looking for answers to im-
prove their own health and to prevent 
cancer in others,” Kaestner maintains, 
emphasizing that food and food prepa-
ration can be part of that process.

“Food is complicated,” states Kaest-
ner. “It gives pleasure, provides ener-
gy, repairs our bodies and helps us get 
through the day. We’re starting to put 
back together that puzzle on how and 
why.” M

Jack Kaestner, 
NuGenesis.
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