
Madison and Beyond:  

R a n d y  C o R t R i g h t
Virent

Using new technology to connect  
Dane County with the world.

Brilliant inventions can change the world, but 
turning a breakthrough into an everyday real-
ity requires long-term investments. Dr. Randy 
Cortright, a UW-Madison-educated chemical 
engineer who co-created a method to trans-
form biomass into a broad suite of  fuels and 
plastics, is committed to taking that path.
 In 2002, Cortright founded Virent, a 
company dedicated to using that invention 
to replace crude oil. It’s an ambitious goal, 
and the success of  the technology is only the 
first, small step. 
 “We have built what I consider a world-
class R&D facility here in Madison,” says 
Cortright. “Now we’ve got to do the engi-
neering part of  it.”
 This is called “commercialization” at 
Virent, and this stage is perhaps the most 
crucial in the company’s own transforma-
tion from a small start-up into an enterprise 
that aims to use plants to produce gasoline, 
diesel, jet fuel and a variety of  chemicals 
essential in manufacturing plastic.
 Virent is already working with Coca-Cola to 
produce renewable, recyclable plastic bottles. 
Fabrics will follow, as the company has an eye 
on supplying clothing manufacturers as well.
 “You’ll be able to buy a product that is 
not being generated from oil, but from re-
newable resources,” explains Cortright.
 Should the company’s method of  produc-
ing fuels and plastics take off, it will insti-
gate a small but important disruption in the 
deluge of  greenhouse gases being pumped 
into the atmosphere.
 Next up is the construction of  factories 
to produce biofuels. Cortright, who grew up 
on a farm in Michigan, says most will be 
located around the Midwest to take advan-
tage of  the region’s agricultural base. These 
long-term plans reflect the company’s com-
mitment to Madison.
 “We’re developing the technology and pro-
viding jobs for people with high technical ex-
pertise, and we think that’s good for the city,” 
he says.                       — Kristian Knutsen 

ReMaRkaBle RetaileR:  

S a n d i  t o R k i l d S o n
A room of one’s own

Running a successful, 
 independent retail shop.

For Sandi Torkildson, being a successful retailer 
is above all about creating a sense of  community.
 And that is one thing that traditional stores still have 
over online outfits, says Torkildson, the longtime owner 
of  A Room of  One’s Own bookstore, 315 W. Gorham St.
 “Part of  the whole thing about bookstores is that 
you can browse and discover things, and you just can’t 
do that same kind of  browsing online,” says Torkild-
son, who co-founded her store in 1975. “Finding some-
thing that you don’t even know you’re looking for — I 
think people really appreciate that experience and 
support us because they want to be able to do that.”
 Torkildson is a fixture in downtown Madison, 
serving on countless committees, mentoring young 
entrepreneurs and fostering other small businesses. 
She notes that the federal government classifies 
small businesses as fewer than 500 employees.
 “That’s a pretty big small business,” says Torkild-
son. “A lot of  times, the really small locally owned 
businesses don’t have that big of  a voice. I think it’s 
important that somebody speaks up for them.”
 In need of  more room for growing inventory, Torkild-
son moved her bookstore three years ago down the block 
to the space previously occupied by Avol’s Books.
 Women’s studies, LGBT fiction and nonfiction 
continue to be the store’s hallmarks, but shelves 
have expanded to include Avol’s used book collec-
tion and such new general interest categories as his-
tory, science fiction, sports and children’s literature.
 “All the Borders stores closed, and it opened up 
the opportunity for us to move and expand,” says 
Torkildson. “We knew that there was a need to have 
a good general bookstore in downtown Madison, 
and it just happened at the right time.”
 Torkildson stresses that acumen and luck are not 
the only ingredients for success. She credits passion-
ate people, too: “We’ve had wonderful staff  people 
who have worked really hard, who really love books 
and really get excited about books.”
 Because of  this, customers come to depend on the 
staff ’s knowledge. “It’s just like when you go to the li-
quor store and all the big companies write their little 
blurbs about their wine,” says Torkildson. “I don’t 
know much about wine, but I always like it when 
there’s one actually handwritten by somebody who 
says it is a really good buy.”    — Jon KJarsgaard
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iPhone  
Repairs

Less than one hour turnaround 
 - with appointment 

We repair Laptops too!

Largest seLection of  
accessories for aLL tabLets,  
Laptops, iphones & androids! 

449 State St., Suite C • Madison 
(608) 819-8922 • www.Shieldmans.com
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GReen anGel:  

J o h n  h u t C h i n S o n
fontAnA sports

Advocating for environmentally 
sustainable practices.

John Hutchinson and Fontana 
Sports have been an integral part 
of  Madison’s outdoor conservation 
scene for more than four decades.
 A little history: Hutchinson grew 
up in Fontana, Wis., where he worked 
in his father’s military surplus store, 
spending as much time as possible 
outdoors, skiing and fishing. After 
receiving a degree in marketing 
from the UW-Madison, “along with 
environmental science courses,” 
he opened Fontana Army Navy on 
the 100 block of  State Street in 1972, 
where he outfitted many a shivering 
college student in surplus pea coats 
and parkas. As the outdoor sports re-
tail scene boomed, he moved to a larg-
er building at 251 State St. in 1975 and 
changed the name to Fontana Sports. 
(That store has since relocated to 216 
N. Henry St., and a second store re-
sides at 231 Junction Rd.)
 Hutchinson has always had a 
commitment to the environment. 
After all, he points out, “I was an 
Eagle Scout.”
 “When I started my business, 
the recycling movement was just 
starting to take hold, so I was an 
early adopter of  recycling practic-
es. When we moved to our current 
location five years  ago, we recycled 
over 90% of  the materials.” He’s 
also joined with other businesses 
and environmental groups to sup-
port efforts to fight climate change.
 About that conservation cred: 
Hutchinson’s a founding member 
of  the Token Creek Watershed As-
sociation. He partners with the 
Wisconsin River Alliance (he re-
ceived their River Champion award 
in 2011), the Ice Age Trail Alliance 
and the Sierra Club, among many 
others. Fontana’s “Shoe the Zoo” 
showshoe events raise funds for the 
Vilas Zoo’s Arctic Passage exhibit. 
And the annual Cinco de Fido run/
walk contributes to the Dane Coun-
ty Humane Society.
 Hutchinson couldn’t run Fon-
tana without his co-owners, wife 
Judith and daughter Elizabeth; they 
are as active in community, conser-
vation and the environment as he 
is, taking leading roles in outreach 
initiatives. We tactfully suggest he 
share his Green Angel award with 
them.       — Michana BuchMan
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