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Mike Wendt retired from Tyson Foods in 2014. It didn’t take him 
long to figure out sitting around the house wasn’t going to cut it.

“I took early retirement at 56, after 3o years with a major packaging 
company,” the Milton resident said. “I was a senior production manag-
er.

“I was just so bored (with retirement). I could take all that I knew 
about meat and spices and create this. It was pretty simple to choose.”

Enter Spark Spices, his retirement business. Wendt creates and, with 
the help of other family members, packages and sells a variety of spic-
es at farmers markets in Monona, Milton and Beloit, the Cranberry 
Fest in Warren and other special events in the area.

“I enjoy all parts of the business. Working on the production line, I 
was always with a lot of people, and when you retire – poof! – they’re 
all gone,” he said. “When you retire, the thing you miss the most is the 
people.”

But, working for a large company and working for yourself are two 
different things. As a sole entrepreneur, Wendt was responsible for 
everything necessary to get the company up and running – including 
a business plan, licenses and regulations, taxes and more.

Wendt reached out to the Department of Agriculture, Trade and 
Consumer Protection (DATCP).

“They regulate small agricultural businesses and helped me through 
the accreditation and inspections,” Wendt said.

All Spark Spices are manufactured at Food Enterprise and Economic 

Development (FEED) Kitchens in Madison, a project of the Northside 
Planning Council of Madison.

The FEED facility includes five commercial kitchens, with special-
ized equipment for baking, produce preparation and processing, deli 
prep and meat processing. The facility is available for rent so food 
businesses, nonprofit organizations, vocational training programs and 
individuals seeking to prepare food to sell to the public have a legal 
place to prepare their food.

From the time Wendt decided to start the business to getting accred-
ited and inspected was about seven months.

SCORE, a nonprofit organization to help small businesses, is anoth-
er source for would-be entrepreneurs to reach out to for assistance. 
SCORE helps small businesses get started, grow and be run appro-
priately through education and mentorship. SCORE has an office in 
Madison that has volunteer mentors, free business tools, templates and 
tips, and inexpensive or free business workshops and webinars.

Last fall, the Cottage Grove Chamber of Commerce partnered 
with SCORE to provide a three-part series to cover issues relating to 
business startup and growth. Topics covered include tax structuring, 
business service needs, forming a business plan, marketing, financing, 
hiring employees and adding owners.

SCORE volunteers also provide ongoing mentoring at no cost to 
business owners. Ken Wundrow is one of those mentors.

Now retired, he shares his expertise after owning a business in the 
tax industry. He sees many common mistakes or challenges common 
to small businesses.

Wundrow said the number one question aspiring business owners – 
regardless of their age – often ask is how to structure their business.

Retirees can turn skills, experience into profitable businesses
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