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Get a hearty helping of  Southern Fried Diesel 
from WNC’s most beloved grease monkeys,

Blue Ridge Biofuels
Written by NaN Chase  |  photography by steve MaNN
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Premium Blend: Pure biodiesel has been 

mixed with regular petroleum diesel to create 

one of Blue Ridge Biofuels’ popular blends.
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Pump It Up: James Young proudly fills up with biodiesel 

at his gas station on Hendersonville Road.



For years, a special breed of diesel car owners has quietly tapped into a secret 
fuel supply. It’s recycled, cleaner burning, and, as long as Americans have a 
love for fried foods, it won’t be depleted. Grease cars—vehicles that run on 
reclaimed vegetable oil—are nothing new, but the idea’s time to go mainstream 
has finally arrived. 

Not too long ago, a small group of local home-brew fuel enthusiasts started to 
think big, and Blue Ridge Biofuels began its foray into supplying a gas-station-ready 
alternative to traditional diesel. It’s a blend of refined, recycled fry oil and conven-
tional petroleum diesel that doesn’t require drivers to rummage waste oil tanks 
behind burger joints or install costly conversion kits in their cars. And customers 
have been quick on the uptake. Some came aboard because they liked the notion of 
powering their rides with a waste product that burns cleaner than liquefied dino-
saur bones. Others feel better keeping their money out of OPEC’s pocket. 

While Blue Ridge Biofuels’ operation is small compared with the established 
competition, Appalachia’s homegrown answer to big oil is letting drivers pump 
with a cleaner, greener conscience.

Common Ground
As testament to all the Volkswagen TDIs, heavy-duty pickups, and old Mercedes 
station wagons that roam the roads of Western North Carolina, diesel engines last 
a long time—often hundreds of thousands of miles more than gasoline-powered 
equivalents—and get much better mileage. Biodiesel can drastically reduce levels of 
airborne pollutants and other dangerous emissions released by regular diesel. That 
point isn’t lost on James Young, a self-proclaimed, red-blooded American conser-
vative, who owns two Kounty Line “super-convenience” gas stations in Arden. “It has 
more energy, it’s cleaner, and has 40 percent less emissions. It’s better for the vehicle, 
you get better mileage, and there’s lower sulfur and less fumes,” he says.

Young drives a mammoth, American-made truck adorned with neatly lettered 
slogans like “Feed a Farmer, Starve A Terrorist” and “Veggie Oil, Not Just for Fries 
Anymore.” He decorates his biofuel pumps with wraparound decals of sunflowers 

very time news reports 
highlight the day’s rising 
fuel prices, the people  
who scour the grease  
pits behind fast food 
restaurants for a cheap  

and renewable fuel source start to look less 
like scavengers and more like visionaries. 
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and cornstalks, and is happily selling gallon after gallon of Blue Ridge 
Biofuels’ diesel.

Despite vastly different backgrounds, there’s an unexpected, but 
welcome, fusion going on in Western North Carolina between “typical 
alternative-fuel dudes,” as Young describes the casually dressed Blue 
Ridge Biofuels staff, and good ol’ boys like himself. The common 
bond is biodiesel. “We have to create a balance between tree huggers 
and business,” Young shouts over the roar of cars and trucks pulling 
off Interstate 26 and into his Airport Road gas station. 

His words echo a sentiment shared by Blue Ridge Biofuels partner 
Brian Winslett, “This is good for everybody in the nation, not just for 
fringe businesses and tree huggers.”

Young wants to fight “terrorists” one gallon at a time, and make 
a dime doing it. Winslett and his business partners want to lead 
Americans away from a vulnerable energy system and toward a balanced, 
sustainable future with locally generated petroleum alternatives. 
They’re both going about it roughly the same way.

“The more we diversify our energy sources, the more stable our 
energy and our economy will be,” Winslett says from a metal balcony 
overlooking the biofuel operation, located in the basement of the Phil 
Mechanic Building in Asheville.

Perhaps for the first time, the matter of transportation and heating 
fuel has taken on a home-team aspect, with hundreds of energy con-
sumers, processors, retailers, and other businesses generating waste 
oil pulling together. At least for now, the worker-owned Blue Ridge 
Biofuels is acting as the popular, winning coach.

The Collection Process: Driver Mitch 

Mechanic pumps waste fryer oil from vats 

behind Asheville Pizza & Brewing Company’s 

Coxe Avenue location during one of his 

twice-weekly collection trips to venues 

throughout Buncombe County.

The Greasers
In a complex industrial landscape seething with portent and possi-
bility in the transportation and heating fuel industries—including the 
use of corn-based ethanol, recycled cooking oils and other lipids, 
and feedstock, like switchgrass and algae—the young Blue Ridge 
Biofuels is off to a quick start.

As recently as 2003, the founders of what would become Blue 
Ridge Biofuels were connected as a loose, almost underground, 
network of home biofuel producers and diesel-car owners. They 
were skilled hobbyists whose interests also meshed with small-
scale production and stayed below the radar of the national soy-
bean-based biofuels industry. After all, the process of converting 
reclaimed oil into biodiesel is relatively simple, and the sole by-
product is nontoxic glycerin, which has its own resale market.

The local pioneers made biodiesel in five-gallon buckets from 
used fryer oil and distributed it among friends, learning as they 
went and marketing themselves in small ways in the community.

As the group melded they realized they might be occupying the 
crest of a wave that was just forming; a hybrid front that could engage 
in biodiesel production on a significant scale, not by purchasing the 
raw materials from out-of-town sources, but from locally collected 



Tapping In: Sources of 

waste fryer oil abound in 

WNC, giving Blue Ridge 

Biofuels an edge in the 

market for renewable energy.

“The more we diversify
our energy sources,

the more stable our energy 
and our economy will be.”

—Brian Winslett
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Lab Work: Woodrow Eaton tests 

waste vegetable oil for free 

fatty acids as he prepares to 

extract glycerin.

“The market
here was ripe,

and we stepped in. 
If we hadn’t, someone 

else would have.”
—Brian Winslett



Order of Operations: Balancing the books at Blue Ridge Biofuels 

headquarters, located in the basement of the Phil Mechanic Building 

in Asheville, is office manager Melita Kyriakou. In the adjacent room 

are tanks for refining, washing, and storing raw waste vegetable oil 

and finished biodiesel.

Biofuels Glossary

Biodiesel. A biofuel that can be used in conventional 

diesel engines, alone or in combination with petroleum-

based diesel, without the need for mechanical modifications 

in most cases. Biodiesel is not pure vegetable oil, but has 

been chemically modified.

Biofuel. Fuel manufactured from plant or other organic 

material in dry mass (i.e. ethanol from corn) or from 

recycled and reprocessed plant oils or animal fats.

Bioheat. Any blend of biodiesel mixed with heating oil, 

typically for home heating. Blends often range from B5 to 

B20, with B50 possible in some situations.

B5, B10, B20, B50, B99.9 (or “B100”). Blends of 

biodiesel indicating the percentage of biodiesel that gets 

mixed with conventional petroleum diesel for cars, trucks, 

and off-road vehicles or home heaters. B10 has 10 percent 

biodiesel and 90 percent petroleum diesel. Any biodiesel 

blend can be run in any diesel engine, but blends above 

B50 may not be appropriate for use during winter.

E85. A transportation fuel consisting of 85 percent ethanol 

from corn or other plant material with 15 percent gasoline. 

Cheaper and cleaner than gas, but only “flexible fuel” 

vehicle engines are configured to burn it.

Feedstock. Not livestock feed; It’s raw materials like used 

fryer oil or chicken tallow that are processed to create biofuel.

FFV. Flexible Fuel Vehicle. A car or truck that can run on E85 

fuel or any petroleum with ethanol content up to 85 percent. 

Visit www.E85fuel.com to see makes and models.

SVO. Straight Vegetable Oil. Diesel engines can be 

retrofitted to burn SVO. Kits typically cost $1,000 to $4,000.

Yellow Grease. Used fry oil, typically from restaurants.

Don’t know the difference betwen an FFV 
and B99? Here’s a glossary to clear things up
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x

Grease Up & Go

Kounty Line BP Arden

2251 Hendersonville Road

Blends: B5; B20; B50; E85 Ethanol

Kounty Line Exxon Arden

441 Airport Road

Blends: B5; B20; E85 Ethanol

Black Mountain Natural Foods Black Mountain 

108 Black Mountain Avenue

Blends: B99.9 in summer; B50 in winter

Eblen Short Stop #15 Fairview

1185 Charlotte Highway

Blend: B20 On-road

Eblen Short Stop #16 Fletcher

1538 Cane Creek Road

Blend: B50 Off-road

Interstate Hardware Chevron Hendersonville 

104 Sugarloaf Road

Blend: B20

Energy Mart Stores Exxon Hendersonville

1920 U.S. 64

Blend: B5

Eblen Short Stop CITGO Swannanoa

1438 Tunnel Road

Blend: B20

Stanley’s Station CITGO Weaverville

479 Weaverville Road

Blend: B99

Gas Up West Asheville 

405 Haywood Road

Blends: B99.9 in summer; B50 in winter

sources of used grease. The goal was to create a closed-loop of con-
sumption and reuse.

In the fall of 2004, Asheville Biodiesel Cooperative, as they 
called themselves, got involved in the Southern Energy & Envi-
ronment Expo and ended up with a list of 500 names, people who 
were interested in buying local biodiesel products or who wanted 
to get involved with the project. “The market here was ripe, and 
we stepped in,” explains Winslett. “If we hadn’t, someone else 
would have.”

They changed the company name to Blue Ridge Biofuels to 
represent a bigger future. Most of the small staff ’s members kept 
their day jobs in the beginning, as their new enterprise met the 
sink-or-swim challenges of being an under-capitalized start-
up. Distribution manager Mac Minaudo continued to work for 
Sundance Power Systems, feedstock manager Micah Nerenberg 
owned a florist shop, and so on. There were four partners, and 19 
owners. “We built confidence in the company the old-fashioned 
way,” says Winslett. “We dove in and just made it work through 
lots and lots of sweat, networking, and tapping into resources the 
community offered.”

They threw all possible funding into the pot: grants, loans, per-
sonal savings, credit lines; they received some private investment 
along the way, and have continued to attract regional, state, and 
federal financial support. “For the size business we started, a lot 
of people would have raised $2 million or $3 million,” Winslett 
says. “We were in our 20s and up. We didn’t have wealthy fami-
lies, didn’t have assets, didn’t have 25 years of experience. We had 
nothing but ideas.”

About that time, Young was searching the Internet for technical 
advice on how to convert used fry oil from his snack bars into cheap 
heating fuel. He found Blue Ridge Biofuels just as it was up and 
running. “These guys were a blessing,” Young says. “When I had a 
trial sale of B20 biodiesel at one location, people drove 30 and 40 
miles to get it.”

The company, still with fewer than 10 full-time employees, does 
everything from collecting waste fryer oil in tank trucks, to refining 
biodiesel, to delivering thousands of gallons of blended fuel at a time 
to service stations, institutional fleets, and home heating oil cus-
tomers by the hundreds.

Profits clearly are not going toward fancy office space. Theirs 
is situated on an overgrown, graffiti-stained stretch of the 
French Broad River industrial lowland. There’s a spiderweb of 
color-coded pipes overhead, huge stainless steel and polypropyl-
ene tanks wedged into every corner, and furniture that’s too old 
for a yard sale.

But production is growing and may reach 2 million gallons a year 
before long. It’s real, pumpable biodiesel (not the stuff of five gallon 
buckets), passing certification by the American Society for Testing 
and Materials.

Fill your tank with diesel from Blue Ridge 
Biofuels at any of these local stations



Filling Up
But interest in buying locally produced biodiesel appeals to groups as 
well as individual consumers. It has even managed to get institutional 
support, as more and more commercial and government-owned 
automobile fleets are relying on Blue Ridge Biofuels in their energy 
mixes, including the one at Winslett’s alma mater, UNC Asheville.

UNC Asheville Transportation Planner Yuri Koslen says the opportu-
nity was too good to pass up. “We can demonstrate our commitment to 
environmental sustainability, the local business community, health and 
wellness issues, and support the success of an alumnus.”

The university has become a shining example of the closed-loop 

Behind the Scenes: Blue Ridge Biofuels’ staff includes (left to right) 

Shawn Cagnina, Melita Kyriakou, Brian Winslett, Mitch Mechanic, Mac 

Minaudo, and Micah Nerenberg.

Calling all restaurant owners: Blue Ridge Biofuels 

production is limited to the number of businesses and 

restaurants that allow it to process their used grease. The 

company collects this material free of charge, and in some 

cases pays for it, depending on quality, quantity, and the 

travel distance for pick up. Business owners can get more 

information by calling (828) 253-1034.

model making a positive impact on the environment. “Using biodiesel 
has allowed UNCA to reduce its carbon footprint by lowering our 
petroleum use by 20 percent, and it has allowed us to receive a point 
in the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) green 
building rating system for construction projects,” says Koslen. “The 
university also provides Blue Ridge Biofuels with waste vegetable oil 
from the dining services to convert into biodiesel.”

Home heating oil customers, seem to love it, too. Given the amount of 
waste oil available locally on the open market, they seem to prefer getting 
their recycled fuel as opposed to buying petroleum from overseas or bio-
fuels shipped from the Midwest. 

Experts stress that the United States’ energy picture is too diffuse 
and difficult to manage with certainty, but the consensus points to the 
growing importance of local fuel sources. “People don’t understand 
the scope of what’s about to happen with fuels,” Winslett warns.

Young, unfortunately, agrees. “Biodiesel is not the silver bullet to 
the country’s energy problems. It’s going to take wind, solar, alterna-
tive fuels, and conservation,” he says, then pauses. “Maybe we should 
put conservation first on that list.” 

Spoken like a true tree hugger.                                                       s s s

Give It Up
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