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The end of an
era at Hiawatha
Chef Supply

-
Enuﬂﬁr photo

Lois J. Thompson counted herself among the first female business owners in the
Escanaba area, when she started Hiawatha Chef Supply, Inc. in 1955. The com-
pany's product line was limited to commercial foodservice equipment and sup-
plies, at the time she was photographed taking orders in her office about 20 years
later. She soon expanded it to include janitorial equipment and supplies, chemi-

cals, paper and disposables.

Lois J. Thompson, founder of
Hiawatha Chef Supply, [nc., has died at
age BS. She succumbed to emphysema
Tuesday, November 27, al Lakeview
Assisted Living in Gladstone, Michigan,
where she had lived for the past few
years. Services were held at St
Stephen’s  Episcopal Church  in
Escanaba, Michigan, the city in which
she made her home and built her busi-
ness. She was enlombed at Gardens of
Rest Memorial Park and Mausolsum in
nearby Wells,

“Lois was a very hard-working busi-
nesswoman, al a time when there were
nol many female-owned businesses in
our area,” said Phil Wolf, CPA, a part-

ner in Anderson, Tackman & Company,
PLC at Kincheloe, Michigan. "I grew to
know her as a diligent and competent
owner whose work ethic and determing-
tion led her business throngh many dif-
ficult economi¢ times.”

The former Lois Murker started
Hiawatha Chef Supply, Inc. in 1955, in
partnership with Doug Wescotl, &
schoolmate and co-worker at a foodser-
vice equipment deslership in Green
Bay, Wisconsin. In a speech given 30
vears later, Lois said she had just
51,200 in capital when the company
opened its doors March 11 in the
Sherman Hotel building at 708
Ludington Streel. She said the invest-

ment represented evervthing she'd
saved in six years of working first as a
flight attendant, then in air travel sales
and charters, as a high school English
teacher, and finally a bookkeeper.

“There were very few woman-owned
businesses in 1935 and none in the
foodservice indusiry,” she said. I ...
signed all of my orders and correspon-
dence L.J. Murker, as I thought no one
would answer if it was known that [ was
a woman."

Two days after opening, the store
reportedly sold its entire inventory to
E.L. Sawyer Airport in Gwinn, to equip
the first dining hall there. With cash in
hand, Lois said, "l spent that entire
night typing orders to replace the inven-
tory and add more.” She would spend
the next five years “building inventory
by reinvesting all the profits™ and “trav-
¢ling the Upper Peninsula and explain-
ing who T was and what Hiawatha Chel
Supply could offer.”

As the business prew, the company
moved to ever bigger quarters. It relo-
cated first to 1612-1614 Ludington St.,
to the building that now housss Thrivent
Financial and 50's Tailor, then to its
present spot in the former National
Guard armory at 400 N. Lincoln Rd.,
adding a warehouse there in 1986,

Lois also changed partners. Wescott
left the business in 1936 to pursue a
career in education and, in 1958, Lods
marmied Ralph Thompson, a factory rep-
resentative she'd met when he called on
her at the store. In & 1975 biography
prepared by FEDA, the Foodservice
Equipment Distributors Association,
she was quoted as saying, “I couldn’t
afford to hire a salesman at that time, so
I had to marTy one!™

Together Lois and Ralph continued to
grow the business, expanding its prod-
uct line to include not just commercial
foodservice equipment and supplies, but
also janitorial equipment and supplies,
chemicals, paper and disposables. In
addition, they purchased Northern
Chemical Company in Escanaba and for
eight vears, 1978-1986, operated a
branch of Hiawatha Chef Supply, Inc. in
Green Bay. It was in 1978, wo, that the
company began manufacturing its own
high-volume chemicals and compounds
under the Hiawatha name.

“Lois was & pacesetter for women.
being very, very active in the business
world,” said Wil Carne, owner of
Carne's BP Amoco Service in Escanaba

and Gladstone, and chair of Michigan
Works! The Job Force Board. She was
a tireless worker, “She showed women
could do it"

Lois credited her inspiration to a great
aunt, owner of a “five-story, sguare-
block department store™ in Hibbing,
Minnesota. Speaking at the Central
Upper DPeninsula Entreprencurship
Forum at Northern Michigan University
in Marquette in 1985, Lois said she was
just 7 when she visited the former dry
goods store that her great aunt had start-
ed with a 1,000 lcan from her mother.
She said, “The day before T left for
home, my aunt assigned a clerk to spend
all day with me selecting gifts to bring
my three sisters and my mother and dad.
Consequently, when the question was
asked in my Shirley Temple Think-and-
Do Book on what 1 wanted to be when 1
grew up, naturally my answer was,
“Have my own business.”

The one-time high school valedictori-
an and summa cum laude graduate of
Morthwestern University in Evansion,
IMinods, ook the company 's name from
“The Song of Hiawatha,” a Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow poem set in the
Upper Peninsula of her birth.

“Mothing — neither the dissolution of
the onginal partnership or getling mar-
ried and having a family — dissuaded
her,” editor Russ Carpenter wrote abowt
Lois in the national foodservice equip-
ment trade magazine, Dealer, in July
1974, “In 19 vears, she has created a
rock-solid business that's thriving, and
shows every indication of contimued
growth.”

“Lois was an incredible business-
woman,” said Bob Davis, CPMR, owner
of Davis & Associates, Inc., in
Muskepo, Wisconsin. “5he was a clas-
sic,” added Bill Schinner, account man-
ager and sales representative for A.D.
Schinner in Milwaukee.

An avid reader and bowler in her free
time, she also enjoyed playing tennis
and, later, golf. She took an active role
in the community, & well. Lois was a
member of the Delta County Area
Chamber of Commerce, Escanaba
Woman's Club, Delta County Historical
Society, Parent-Teacher Association, St.
Stephen’s Episcopal Church, Escanaba
Elks Lodge 354 Auxiliary, R.C.
Hathaway Order of the Eastern Star, of
which she was a past
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Worthy Mateea, and Phi Beta Kagpa National Honor Sociaty.

Woll zaid, “She was always concerned ahout maxing things hetler, whether &
the workplace or glvine to charitics and colleges and wniversitles." Her glving
earned her a memberzaip in The President™s Clish of Hilladale College in Hillsdale,
Michipan.

“I worked for Lois for more than 20 yeans amdll ... 1lesrned o preat deal fom hee,”
siid Miary Feldbusen, perecal mangper of Hidwatha Chef Supply, Ing,, "especially
the importance of paying attention to detudl. She was successful in an industry where
many olhers have come and gone, | hope we can kesp ber legacy alive 21 Hiawatha
Che! and ¢ootinue to grow the company inbe an enterprize she would be proad of.”

Ralph Thompson died in 1987 and Lois retived eight years later, spending seversl
wiclers if ber second home in Morth Fort Myers, Florida, But the busicess remains
i the family. Is ownership was rensfared o their sons Terry and Tezcy in 1905,
By then, the compary wis valued al more than 51 million, Tricy became sols owner
and prasident, when Teory relocated o Forr Gelling, Celorado, in 2003 o stan his
own loodservice supply company, Hiawatha Chel Sopply, Ine. mow hat sores in
bath Escanaha and Appleton, Wiacensin, and can be found on the Internet st
orarey Tigwathachel com,

Leis is survived by her wong and by her davghter, Candaces Oalund of Spalding,
Blichigzr, their three spouses, har 13 gramlchildeen, 10 great-gzrandchildren and
many nisces and nephews. Besides her bushand, Lois was preceded in death by her
parznts and all thice of her slstens,

Hizwatha Chef Supoly, Inc. is o 50-year member of FEDA and a member of the
Exccll Foodscrvice BEquipment Dealer Metwork, NISSCO Group and 185A: Tho
Worldwide Cleaning Indusicy Association




