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o continually delight berry consumers with 
fresh, delicious, and beautiful fruit, has been 
the philosophy driving Driscoll’s slow and 
steady global expansion across new markets 

spanning both Asia and Europe. For a successful 
international powerhouse like this Watsonville-based 
company, Driscoll’s belief in organic growth on its 
own terms means that quality and flavor will never 
be sacrificed.  Family-owned and operated for more 
than 100 years, Driscoll’s believes future success 
lies with becoming a beloved brand that positively 
enriches the lives of everyone they touch.  Meet 
the two vanguards who are now at the helm of 
that initiative – Kevin Murphy, Driscoll’s new 
President and Chief Operating Officer, and 
Soren Bjorn, the new Executive Vice President 
of Driscoll’s of the Americas (DOTA).
 
“We want to be proud of our evolution and 
rewarded for a job well done,” Kevin tells me. 
“While growing quality fruit will continue 
to drive our market share, we know the 
opportunity is much larger if we focus on the 
vision of our company and strive to positively 
impact communities across the world.”
 
 “Thinking about the next generation of 
Driscoll’s evolution is critical for us, and 
advancing our global business strategy takes 
time and effort on all fronts. Here in the 
Americas, we have been held together by a 
really important and compelling set of values: 
passion, humility, and trustworthiness. These 
values must stay consistent as we expand our 

operations around the world,” Soren adds.
 
Kevin’s competitive spirit, yet technical approach 

to leadership may run perpendicular to Soren’s 
resource-oriented mindset, but together, the two 

of them are more than capable of taking an already 
successful foundation to greater heights with this 

clear mission. That’s precisely what makes them so 
efficient at the forefront of the organization’s strategic 

long-term success.
 

Born and raised in South Africa, Kevin earned his 
undergraduate degree in agricultural economics from the 

University of Natal before arriving in the United States in 
1989. Soon afterward, he began working for FreshCo, which 

later become known as Fresh Express, for a little over a decade 
in various strategic capacities before moving on to Capurro 

Farms. Kevin remembers his days at Fresh Express fondly, noting 
that those years were what helped shape who he is at Driscoll’s 

today. “The reason I’m here is because of everything I learned in 
those days,” he says.

 
After Capurro Farms merged with Growers Express, Miles Reiter, the 

CEO of Driscoll’s, approached Kevin about running supply and operations 
at the company. “I think Miles understood that on some level I had the 

combination of produce knowledge, along with having been in the business 
for almost 20 years, coupled with being part of various growth companies and 

feeling comfortable with what Driscoll’s was trying to do,” Kevin tells me. He has 
since served as President of the Americas business unit before being promoted to his 
current role in late 2013.
 

T
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As Kevin settles into his new role as President and Chief 
Operating Officer, Soren will be responsible for Driscoll’s 
of the Americas’ business unit leading all cross-functional 
aspects related to its financial success. Soren has held 
a number of top executive positions with various 
companies in the industry, including Flavorfresh Limited 
as Vice President and CEO of Unimark Foods, which was 
later sold to Del Monte Foods. His ambitious nature and 
passion for sports, especially golf, has cultivated his 
growth in the industry.
 
“Unimark was an interesting introduction to the 
produce business. This is one of those industries where 
if you decide you really like it, you got to stay in it. It’s 
like a drug,” Soren laughs.
 
Since its humble beginnings in California’s Pajaro 
Valley, Driscoll’s has maintained U.S. market leadership 
in fresh berries, and its growth continues to be 
primarily driven by its successful go-to market strategy. 
Kevin puts it simply, “It will always be about delighting 
the consumer with consistently great tasting berries.  
That’s what builds brand loyalty and a true relationship 
with your consumers – you try to never disappoint.”
 
“There are many people focused on our mission of 
delight from our internal dedicated breeding team, 
to independent growers and our customer partners,” 
Soren adds. “If we work together around this common 
objective, we can succeed. There isn’t one stakeholder 
who isn’t working on making that happen.”
 
It amazes me how in sync Kevin and Soren are, and it 
speaks volumes about their drive to deliver great fruit 

and achieve a common goal. Their cooperation together 
and foresight and understanding of the company’s 
core mission allow the company to consistently drive 
innovation and push the needle forward in terms of 
growth and direction.
 
Research and development into patented berry varieties 
is a pivotal first step in finding new ways to delight the 
consumer year-round. Driscoll’s relies on natural cross-
pollination techniques to continue meeting demands for 
safe, better tasting, and more attractive fresh berries. 
“It’s all about continuous innovation,” Kevin explains.

“We’re always looking at new and different varieties. 
It’s important to us that we make sure the value/price 
relationship is right and that we’re always putting good 
quality berries out there,” he says. “Berries are right at 
the intersection of convenience and health.”
 
“Our job is to convince customers that this is how you 
do it,” Soren explains. “We have data that shows how we 
can continue giving the consumer a better experience. 
Consumer insight is a very large part of our DNA as a 
company.”
 
Driscoll’s receives tens of thousands of responses in 
feedback from consumers on how well the company 
is performing. “We can take that data to retailers to 
show them how they’re doing and compare it to how 
someone else is doing, and identify the reasons why 
there are those differences,” Soren continues. “I ask 
myself, ‘how can we do a better job to delight the 
consumer?’ We have enough data to compare different 
ranges. Technology allows us to do that; it allows us to 
push the envelope.”
 
Kevin reminds me, however, that Driscoll’s wants 
to grow in a way that’s consistent with its values. 
Trustworthiness, humility, and passion are the three 

“If we work together around this common objective, 
we can succeed. There isn’t one stakeholder who isn’t 

working on making that happen.”
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values of the company and are at the center of its 
efforts. “We’re not interested in growth for growth’s 
sake,” he reiterates.
 
Indeed, though the company’s global aspirations seem 
to reach toward major expansion, the real goal is to get 
delightful, quality berries into consumers’ hands – an initiative 
which Driscoll’s  executes through great people, business 
development, and a focus on the consumer experience over 
growth.
 
At the end of the day, the goal remains the same; deliver delightful 
berries to consumers while aligning Driscoll’s global operations 
around the world. With great assurance, Kevin and Soren both 
note that with some degree of humility and focus, the company will 
advance that cause.
 
“We’re always thinking of the next generation of growth and 
exploring where we can deliver and where we can continue pushing 
innovation forward,” Soren tells me.
 

Reflecting back on our conversation, I wonder what advice 
Kevin would give to his fellow peers on growing a global 
brand.
 
“There was a time when I thought I had the answers to all 
the questions, and as you get older, you realize you don’t 
even have all the questions,” Kevin laughs. “But I have 
learned that it’s a great industry and there’s a world of 
resources still to tap into. You’ve got to earn your place 
every day and stay focused on things that matter. 
If you think you’re too good, you’ll get yourself in 
trouble. The relationships we have with ourselves, 
our customers, our growers… we can’t take that 
for granted. It’s good to have a healthy dose of 
paranoia.”
 
Already a market leader in Australia and 
ramping up production in China, Driscoll’s 
systems of values and empowering 
executive leadership has allowed the 
company to form its business model in a 
very targeted and strategic way. With 
that said, I look forward to seeing the 
continued brand penetration and 
expansion to come as the company 
continues to forge ahead on the global 
stage. Here’s to another one hundred 
years of success, Driscoll’s.

“You’ve got to earn your place 
every day and stay focused on 

things that matter.”
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Christofer is a survivor.  Let’s start 
there.  At our company, we are a band 
of storytellers from the written word, 
to video, and image, and Chris’s story 

got to me right from the start.  Not that the guy 
wears his life experiences on his sleeve, but I 
knew from our first conversation that Chris had 
a fire in him. His strength and determination 
come from a space that not all of us have seen.  
While most kids spent their early teen years 
getting into trouble, playing baseball, or finding 
the next ponytail to pull, Chris was growing up 
under a different set of circumstances.

When Chris was 13, about to go into his 
8th grade year, he was diagnosed with 
Osteosarcoma, a type of cancer that begins 
in the bones and sometimes metastasizes 
elsewhere, usually to the lungs or other bones. 
Facing a 40% survival rate, Chris entered a year 
of chemotherapy in the hospital for his leg. 
After a complex and extensive surgery on his 
leg, his family found out the cancer had spread 
to his lungs. With the resolve of someone twice 
his age, he faced off against another 2 surgeries 
on his lungs as well. By 2006, Chris finally beat 
Osteosarcoma.  

“It’s about being a fighter. There is always that 
struggle to keep going day after day.  It doesn’t 
matter what age you are; you are always hoping 

that the next day is the day you will get to go 
back home,” Chris tells me. 

Living in that unknown has taught Chris 
so much about himself. “That experience 
continues building the person I am today.  
Though I wouldn’t wish that journey on anyone, 
I can’t imagine who I would be today without 
it,” Chris says.  “In a reality where some people 
don’t win that fight, I feel incredibly lucky.”

It’s easy to sense his incredible energy and 
ambition.  Behind the black-rimmed glasses and 
quiet demeanor, Chris carries a strength that 
perseveres.  His tenacity and devotion for the 
craft is infectious.  It’s this kind of dedication 
that’s an inspiration to us all.

It was only last year we brought Chris into our 
fold and he has quickly become a leader on our 
editorial team, keeping our content current, 
evolving, and always entertaining.

Next time you meet Chris, pen in-hand, 
hopefully you will see what we get to see 
everyday.  A writer, a fighter, and a friend.
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  N e v e r  L e a v e  A 
  

     
Stone 

    Unturned

Pete Overgaag slips on a coat and pulls himself  into 
the driver’s seat of  a loaded truck. It’s just after 
midnight, and he hasn’t had much sleep. With a smile, 
he turns the key in the ignition and remembers the 
call he received moments ago: “Sorry for the late 

notice; I was supposed to leave an hour ago, but I’m too sick 
and can’t drive,” said the caller. At the sound of  the engine roar, 
Pete steps on the accelerator and drives off  with a truck full of  
produce, determined he can still deliver it on time. Dedicated, yet 
soft-spoken, this is the President behind Hollandia Produce, L.P.

“I grew up in this company, and I know all the aspects behind its 
processes – from the dirt to the truck,” Pete tells me. From that 
one statement, I already know that I’m speaking with someone 
who has proven time after time his devotion to the industry, and 
his passion to seek new ways to enhance his brand. 

Pete was destined to be a greenhouse vegetable grower. It’s been 
a long-standing tradition in his family going back to its roots in 
Holland starting with both of  his grandfathers. Coming from a 
long line of  greenhouse growers, he’s quick to say that his family, 
especially his parents, is one of  his biggest influences on his life.

“ There’s always room for improvement. 
No matter what area, personally or 

professionally, you can always do better. 
That’s why we’re always checking  

to see what else we can do.”

By Christofer Oberst
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HOLLANDIA PRODUCE, L.P.

 Pete Overgaag

21



22

“Growing plants is what I’ve done all 
my life. It’s completely in my blood,” 
he says. “I’m proud to be able to keep 
our family farming tradition going 
here in California.”  

In 1968, his parents and three siblings, 
Ellen, Karin, and Leo, packed their 

bags and emigrated to America 
from Holland, all the while 
knowing very little English at the 
time. Upon arrival in California’s 
Santa Barbara County, Pete’s 
father started working as an estate 
groundskeeper for a couple of  
years before deciding to buy an 
existing cut flower nursery in 
Carpinteria in 1970. This facility 
would later come to be known as 
Hollandia Produce.

Though the facility was already 
growing cut flowers, Pete’s father 
started experimenting with 
greenhouse vegetables such as 
hothouse cucumbers and tomatoes 
throughout the 1980s. About a 
decade later, operations expanded 
to include lettuce, and eventually 
cress by 2000. Flowers, cucumbers, 
and tomatoes were phased out 
of  production shortly afterward 
so the company could sharpen its 
focus on growing multiple varieties 
of  lettuce and cress. Even through 
all those 44 years of  hard work, 
many of  the people who made 
Hollandia what it is today are  
still working to continually 
improve the brand.

“My sisters Ellen and Karin still 
work for Hollandia, but my 
brother Leo and his wife Suzette 
own North Shore Greenhouses. 
We all work closely together 
despite being separate companies,” 

he says. That bond carries over to 
company employees as well, including 
some who have been working and are 
still working for the company ever 
since it was first established.

“I couldn’t be more proud of  the 
example my parents set. I’m always so 
inspired by them and our team. We 
have a family atmosphere here, and 
everyone is dedicated to moving things 
forward,” he tells me. “To me, that’s 
very motivating. We move together as a 
single unit.”

A common understanding of  the 
company’s core values is what keeps 
everyone together. These values serve 
as a daily reminder to keep moving 
toward a unified goal, especially 
towards food and employee safety. 
Hollandia even scored a 100% on its 
last food safety audit by Primus Labs. 

“We took a survey amongst ourselves 
and really defined our values; namely, 
a positive work environment and 
food and employee safety,” Pete tells 
me. “We’re committed to making sure 
everything is as safe as possible.”  

Today, Hollandia offers Living Butter 
Lettuce, Living 3-in-1 Lettuce, Living 
Red Butter Lettuce, and Living 
Upland Cress under its Live Gourmet 
brand, along with its certified organic 
Grower Pete’s living butter lettuce and 
watercress. All lettuce products are 
packaged in the company’s protective 

“Squircle” clamshell, and all are sold 
with their roots still attached, to keep 

Overgaag family (from left to right): Pete, Art, Magda, Leo, Karin Connolly Overgaag, Ellen Seyle Overgaag



the products as fresh as 
possible when they arrive in 
store.

“Our ‘Squircle’ clamshell 
was immediately a big hit 
and helped give us a unique 
look for our brand. We realized 
we could fit about 20% more 
products on the pallet just by 
changing the shape to our current 
design,” Pete tells me. “The benefit 
for our retailers and the end user 
is that we’re able to lift the plants 
out of  the growing channel and 
package them whole with the roots 
intact. The consumer receives a 
fresher plant with extended shelf  
life because it’s still living.”

The innovations didn’t stop there. 
Even in the midst of  California’s 
severe statewide drought, 
Hollandia employs a continuous-
flow-hydroponic system, known 
as nutrient film technique (NFT), 
to recycle water while also limiting 
water loss due to evaporation and 
preventing soil erosion. Depending 
on the region, soil structure, time 
of  year, and irrigation method 
used, this hydroponic system 
conserves 66-84% of  the water 
that would be used if  the lettuce 
were to be grown in the field.

“Our systems naturally save water,” 
he explains. “All of  the roots of  
the plants are in the enclosed 
growing channels, and the water 
they’re given in those channels 
is re-circulated, re-filtered, 
and re-sterilized.”

Having a hydroponic system 

not only produces generally 3.55 
times more lettuce per acre than 
conventional field growing methods, 
but it also allows the company to 
precisely control and fine-tune all of  
the living conditions for the plants, 
including nutrients and climate. Each 
of  the company’s 25 acres worth of  
greenhouses are computer-controlled 
and include sensors that tell growers 
if  it’s too cold or too warm. By 
using energy-saving thermal curtains, 
efficient heating systems, and by 
maximizing the solar efficiencies of  
the greenhouses, Hollandia has also 
successfully cut energy consumption 
by 60% over the last ten years.

“We really baby the plants,” Pete 
laughs. There’s still a lot left in store 
for this family-operated produce 
company. For the past two years, 
Hollandia has been hydroponically 
producing organic butter lettuce 
and watercress, and Pete 
indicates that the company 
will continue to expand on 
that program.

“We see the butter 
lettuce market as a 
good opportunity 
to grow because 
it’s such a small 
percentage of  the total 
lettuce category,” he says. 

“We’re working to expand 

on organic hydroponics and hopefully 
convert more consumers to butter 
lettuce.”

For a company steeped in more than 
40 years of  family heritage, there’s 
no doubt in my mind that Hollandia 
Produce will continue to strive toward 
better products, food safety, and 
efficiency. Just ask Pete Overgaag.

“Leave no stone unturned,” he 
reminds me.

For someone who is willing to take 
command and help a trucker in need 
even in the dead of  night, I can believe 
Pete Overgaag is always ready to go the 
extra mile for his family business.

“Leave no stone unturned,” 
he reminds me. 
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Flavor: Tart and zesty with a 
sweet finish; firm, crisp texture 
Size: Bite-sized; uniform size 
through multiple harvests  
Color: Deep red sheen
Shape: Round

Flavor: A well-balanced 
sweet and zesty combination, 
consistent brix over 9
Size: Snacking size, 
14-16 grams per tomato
Color: Luscious red
Shape: Round

Garden Jewel

Azuca® Cherry Tomatoes

Flavor: Super sweet, brix 10
Size: Small, bite-sized, and 
perfect for snacking
Color: Vibrant bright red
Shape: Round

One Sweet
Flavor: High brix with a 
refreshing juicy bite
Size: 20-30 grams per 
tomato, bite-sized fruit
Color: Deep full red
Shape: Round

Sweet Signature Cherry

Flavor: Sweet with an Umami finish 
Size:  20-25 grams per tomato 
Color:  Bright pink 
Shape: Round, cherry

Pink Mambo

Flavor: Well-balanced acidity and 
sweetness; “a Real Savory Taste.” Brix 7.5–8
  Size: Average 1”   
  diameter 
  Color: Pink
  Shape: Round

Tango Pink
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Flavor: Naturally tangy sweet
Size: Bite-sized, 20-30 grams   
          per tomato

Color: Green with 
Red Stripes (or Red 
with Green Stripes 
depends on how you 
are feeling that day)
Shape: Round

Flavor: Unique, light and sweet flavor;
brix 10-12
Size: 18-20 grams per tomato
Color: Happy, shiny,  
bright red
Shape: Round, perfect  
pop-in-your-mouth shape

Flavor: Sweet, low acidity, brix 7.8–8.5
 Size: 12–17 grams per tomato
          Color: Deep, rich red
  Shape: Cherry, round

Flavor: Sweet, juicy and flavorful
Size: Bite-sized, 20g  per tomato
Color: Deep red
Shape: Round

Zebras

Mini Sensation® Cherry tomatoes

Valentine

Cameo® Cherry Tomatoes

Flavor: Super sweet and savory, 
lingering fresh tomato finish  
Size: Snack size
Color: Vibrant red
Shape: Round

FUN FACTS: WHAT DIFFERENTIATES A CHERRY TOMATO?
Shape: Grape tomatoes have an oval shape, whereas the Cherry and Cocktail are round.
Size: Grape and Cherry tomatoes are an ideal snack size, whereas the Cocktail is larger.  
Cocktails are ideal for sandwiches or salads. 
Texture and Flavor: Cherry and Cocktail tomatoes are a bit more acidic and offer various levels 
of sweetness. Grape tomatoes will be more meaty with less acidity and offer more sweetness.

 …And don’t forget yellow varieties which have less acidity than the red for those 
who want less acid in their options.

Cherry Tomatoes on the Vine

Flavor:  Umami attributes, 
balanced depth of flavor 
between sweet, acidic, and 
savory, brix of 8-9
Size: 20–30 grams per tomato
Color: Darker shade of pink 
with red hues
Shape: Round

Sweet Treats
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BAJA 
CALIFORNIA

SONORA

CHIHUAHUA

SINALOA

JALISCO
MICHOACÁN

COLIMA

DURANGO

NAYARIT

ZACATECAS

Asparagus
Bell Peppers
Cucumbers
Green Onions
Squash
Strawberries
Tomatoes

Asparagus
Cantaloupes
Cucumbers
Green Onions
Squash
Table Grapes
Watermelons

Chili Peppers
Tomatoes

Bell Peppers
Chili Peppers
Corn
Cucumbers
Eggplant
Green Beans
Mangos
Squash
Tomatoes

Bell Peppers
Chili Peppers
Limes
Mangos
Tomatoes
Watermelons

Avocados
Blackberries
Limes
Mangos
Mexican Limes
Strawberries
Tomatoes

Bananas
Honeydew
Limes
Mexican Limes
Watermelons

Tomatoes

Mangos

Chili Peppers
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VERACRUZ

GUANAJUATO

GUERRERO OAXACA

SAN LUIS POTOSÍ

TAMAULIPAS

NUEVO LEÓN

CHIAPAS

COAHUILA

QUINTANA ROO

YUCATÁN
QUERÉTARO

PUEBLA
HIDALGO

TABASCO

CAMPECHE

Grapefruit
Limes
Mexican Limes
Oranges
Papayas

Asparagus
Bell Peppers
Broccoli
Cauliflower
Tomatoes

Mangos Mangos
Papayas

Bell Peppers
Tomatoes

Chili Peppers
Tomatoes

Bananas
Mangos
Papaya

Cucumbers
Honeydew
Tomatoes
Watermelons

Chili Peppers

Chili Peppers
Tomatoes

Bananas
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to evolve the treefruit powerhouse and his strong Mathison 
values, and West is laying the groundwork for the continued 
growth of Wenatchee, WA-based Stemilt Growers.
 
“Produce is a challenging industry,” West reflects. “We are 
subject to weather, market fluctuations, supply gaps, and 
labor issues, to say the least.  It is how we address those issues 

“Humility is probably one of strongest 
leadership characteristics you can possess,” 
West Mathison, President of Stemilt Growers, 
tells me.  And humility is something that 

West has in spades.  But don’t let that fool you.  As humble as he 
may be, West also exudes the leadership, wisdom, and ambition 
of an industry veteran twice his age.  Partner that with his drive 
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we create a culture that encourages our team members to be 
proactive and promote communication throughout the supply 
chain.  In an industry like ours, you are only as strong as your 
weakest link.”  
 
“Any conflicts we have are laid out on the table and we work 
together to solve them quickly,” West notes.

and apply the right processes that will really differentiate 
our business and support strategic growth.”
 
Take cherries for instance. “With a top-selling category like 
cherries, you are dealing with a highly perishable fruit in 
a highly competitive category.  The supply chain requires 
vigilance, precision, and sensitivity,” West tells me.  “So 
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One of Stemilt’s most challenging hurdles came about 8 years 
ago, as the company simultaneously entered into a time 
of large scale growth and increasing market demand.  As 
more and more fruit came under the Stemilt organization, 
the Mathisons realized they needed to integrate non-family 
members into the business in order to more efficiently 
streamline its operations and address the mounting 
responsibilities.  
 
“The challenge came in creating a supportive environment for 
our transition and succession plan.  We wanted to redevelop 
our management model while also maintaining the best 
attributes and culture of a family owned and run business.” 
West tells me.  “We thought the best way to accomplish 
this was by establishing trust through communication and 
transparency.”
 
Under West’s leadership, the company clarified its mission 
and strategy, which in turn created more clarity between the 
different teams.  Systems were put into place that allowed for 
more access to information.
 
“When everyone is empowered with the most current and 
relevant information, then all departments can remain 
connected and aligned. We needed the entire 
company on the same page in order to continue 
moving forward,” West notes. Once everyone had 
a hand in establishing transparency throughout 
Stemilt’s business and visibility of strategic 
goals spread throughout each department, trust 
seemed to follow.

Conquering the company’s growing pains is a priority 
at Stemilt. From instituting better growing practices to 
innovating new marketing initiatives, West’s leadership has 
taken him into uncharted waters and also into some familiar 
ones, such as dealing with torrential rain or late freezes.  And 
then there’s the market. 

“The way Stemilt approaches variables like weather and 
market risk in an industry where we have little control over 
the conditions is by focusing on the decision making that 
comes in the wake of a challenging event,” West says.
 
“It isn’t so much about the circumstances,” West tells me. “It 
is more about asking ourselves, what are we going to do about 
it now? Make your own luck. It’s about what you do in the 
aftermath,” West notes.

When Stemilt gets into difficult markets or encounters 
inclement weather, the company has situated itself to react 
quickly, relying on a host of numerical data and metrics that 
tell the company how to best respond.  “Again, it’s about that 

“Make your own luck.”
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transparency of information and ensuring it is readily available 
to help us make better decisions,” he tells me.
 
Along with culture and growth, sustainability initiatives remain 
consistently a part of Stemilt’s evolution. “Sustainability is 
really about a mindset of incremental progress.  Where we may 
be constantly investing in those big result-driven projects, it’s 
really more about asking ourselves the question…How do we 
continue to harvest the little wins along the way?”  West says.
 

Stemilt truly is a champion of 
the land.  Take West’s father Kyle 
Mathison and his sustainability 
initiatives.  Kyle started a compost 
farm atop Stemilt Hill with the 
goal of feeding Stemilt’s beloved 
trees with a high-quality, natural, 
and prescription compost that 
was made by regenerating green 
waste from Stemilt orchards and 
packing facilities. “Composting is 
just one of the ways that we address 
sustainability,” West notes, “with 
water conservation, sustainable 
packaging, recycling, and integrated 
pest management also playing their 
roles in our effort.”
 
It has been a journey for West, 
who succeeded his grandfather 
and Stemilt founder, Tom 
Mathison, as President back in 
2005 at the young age of 28. Before 

becoming President, West received a degree 
in International Business from the University 
of Puget Sound and worked as a consultant 
for Accenture, where he was able to further 
develop his data-driven personality and 
organizationally-oriented nature.  “You can’t 
grow it if you can’t measure it,” he tells me.
 
But, being a grower and working with the land 
was in his DNA, eventually leading him back 
home to Wenatchee and with Stemilt Growers. 

When West jumped back on board, he regained his bearings by 
tackling Stemilt’s strategic processes and systems including 
production, sales, and human resources.  West now works 
with his father Kyle Mathison, and brother Tate Mathison, 
with the goal of bringing differentiation and innovation to the 
fresh produce industry.
 
Tate Mathison has become one of the primary leaders of 
Stemilt Growers, having recently assumed the position 
of Director of Sales.  Like West, Tate has been part of the 

“We wanted to redevelop 
our management model 
while also maintaining
the best attributes and 

culture of a family owned, 
and run business.”

“Sustainability is really about a mindset 
of incremental progress.” 

Tom Mathison

Kyle Mathison 37



Stemilt tradition since 
birth, and he has taken 
his expertise to the 
company’s blog, The 
Stem, as a farming 
expert. With his strong intuition and fervent passion for 
growing the best tasting fruit, combined with his knack 
for market dynamics, Tate is ensuring that the company is 
well-guided into the future.
 

Under West’s leadership, the company has also made its mark 
with new apple varieties like Piñata!® and SweeTango®. While 
these continue to head up Stemilt’s portfolio, West is also 
working on bringing new fruit varieties and flavor signatures 
to the company.  Genetics have played a huge role in evolving 
the produce landscape for flavor and eatability and West 
considers genetics the next place to really focus the Stemilt 
platform. “It’s a really exciting time in produce,” West tells 
me. “As growers, we are now talking directly with the retail 
community and bringing something new to market to create 
even more brand recognition and loyalty for our customers 
and consumers.”

Still in their infancy, Stemilt has two new programs that 
promise to bring a buzz to the fresh produce industry.  
Not even named yet, the company is working on an apple 
crossed with the Honeycrisp variety. Currently, Stemilt is 

ramping up production to debut the apple with promotable 
volumes in the next three years when it will be harvested at 
the end of July and first week of August.  This new variety 
has fracture similar to a Honeycrisp but with more juice and 
a sweet acidic finish.
 
The question I am asking myself is…Could this be the new 
Honeycrisp?
 
The company is also working with the breeders of Skylar 
Rae®, a new late season blush cherry variety that will further 
enhance Stemilt’s extensive cherry program. And let’s not 
forget about more of the company’s signature programs like 
high altitude “Moon” cherries and Kyle’s Pick™ cherries, 
named after 4th generation cherry grower Kyle Mathison. Lil 
Snappers™ also offers retailers an award-winning line of kid-
sized fruits. Apples and pears are packed in kid-centric 3 lb. 
pouch bags to deliver convenience and quality to today’s busy 
and health-conscious consumers.
 
The Mathison mindset is what keeps Stemilt ahead of the 
curve and moving forward with its pioneering efforts.  It’s 
taken five generations to get here, and West finds himself 
lucky to have been able to work with the company’s patriarch 
himself, Tom Mathison.

“I worked really closely with my grandfather, Tom, 
professionally starting in 1996.  We spent a lot of time together 
until he passed away in 2008.  I believe we worked so well 
together because our ideas aligned.  We may have had different 

“As growers, we are now talking directly 
with the retail community and bringing 

something new to market.” 

West and Tom

Piñata!® Apples from Stemilt
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management styles, but they complemented each other,” West 
tells me. “I am more process oriented.  I enjoy thinking about 
how to take an idea and develop it into a pilot, then bring it into 
a test environment and then execute its commercial reality.  My 
grandfather saw the larger picture, and how it stretched from our 
humble beginnings to who we are today.”
 

Tom took the reins of his family’s small farming business in 1947, 
and in 1958 he returned a mere $88 on his 100-ton cherry crop. 
That year forced Tom to change his go-to-market practices. He 
opened a small packing operation and began packing fruit for 
neighbors. In 1964, Tom founded Stemilt Growers with the goal 
of delivering high-quality fruit to people everywhere. Fifty years 
later much has changed, yet family values and traditions continue 
to guide Stemilt.

“I was young when the baton was passed to me, but Tom made 
sure I was ready,” West notes.  “My family taught me you should 
try and effectively use the two ears and one mouth God gave you, 
which means listen twice as much as you speak,” West laughs.
 
These days West has little students of his own, a daughter and 
a son whom he brings to the orchards to enjoy the experiences 

he was so lucky to have had. Like their dad, the 
children enjoy seeing fruit on the trees and riding 
4-wheelers. Apart from the farming and business 
life, the young family spends its free time on the 
ski slopes. West started skiing when he was in 
Kindergarten and used to race snowboards on a 
national level, and the passion has already carried 
forward to the next generation, with both kids on 
skis at just two years old. Family time is also for 
hiking and eating sushi, he tells me, something 
that he and his wife love to do.
 
The family-man knows that the success of Stemilt 
has been driven by its legacy.  A tremendous 

group of people have built this treefruit company into 
an industry leader and well respected advocate of the 
consumer experience.
 
“The results we’ve had keep exceeding my expectations,” 
West says.  You can hear the smile in his voice.  As much 
as Stemilt is growing and evolving, it’s important to the 
company that every milestone aligns with the company’s 
long-time mission of maximizing return to the land by 
building consumer demand.

With multiple generations now running through the 
orchards of Stemilt Hill, you can see that it is the legacy of 
family that brings Stemilt its spirit, drive, and values.

Tate Mathison

“I enjoy thinking about how to take an idea 
and develop it into a pilot, then bring it into 

a test environment and then execute its 
commercial reality. “

Three generations of Mathisons
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“When you are in a constant state of improvement and 
enriching your personal and professional experiences, you 
can only really succeed,” Paul Kneeland, Vice President of 
Produce, Floral, Seafood, and Meat for Kings Food Markets, 

tells me. Paul jumped on board the East Coast powerhouse in 2007 and seven 
and half years later, he is helping to fuel the company’s efforts to rebrand with 
its foodie, fresh forward message.
 
“I have always been drawn towards produce and the possibilities of really great 
food.  The leaders at Kings have this wonderful creativity and zest for all things 
delicious.  As a consumer walks into the store they may not have predetermined 
their dinner spread, what’s on the menu for this weekend’s BBQ, or what fresh 
seasonal produce they’ll want to stock in the fridge,” Paul notes. “This is where 
we come in, or rather, how we address the customer from the door in.”
 
Now a part of Kings Food Markets’ new strategic plan to refresh the 80 year-old 
grocery format, Paul is forging a path for converting the unique grocery format 
into a foodie-inspired platform. 
 
“It’s important for us to look and taste good,” he tells me. “The entrance to each 
location is prime real estate for communicating Kings’ priorities to our foodie 
audience and our latest endeavors are showcasing produce and perishables 
front and center.”
 
“It’s something we like to call the Kings Difference.  We don’t just tell you that we 
make our selections daily, but convey the message through our presentations 
and attention to perishable offerings,” Paul notes.   
 
Paul got his start at Roche Bros. in Boston, where the now-produce exec was 
born and raised.  In 1981, Paul started as a grocery bagger, and by the time he 
wrapped up his 26 year stint at Roche and made his way to his current gig at 
Kings, he was carrying the title of Produce and Floral Director.  Currently, Paul 
is also the President of the Eastern Produce Council.
 
Paul not only oversees the work he loves, he also writes about it.  The produce 
exec is a Featured Columnist for Gardener News, a role he took on in 2007, 
writing for columns such as “King of Produce,” a feature on healthy eating using 
fruits and vegetables, as well as “Passionate about Produce.”
 

“It’s something we like to call 
the Kings Difference.”
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“It’s been a great journey,” Paul tells me. 
“I have been at every rung of the ladder…
bagger, maintenance, night crew for 
grocery, you name it.”  Paul got his foot 
into perishables at Roche Bros. right after 
high school and became the youngest 
individual to hold a position there, in 
produce.  He also became the company’s 
first Produce Merchandiser. 
 
During Paul’s time at Roche, he had the 
opportunity to work under Tom Murray, 
the current Vice President of Produce and 
Floral for Roche Brothers Supermarkets.  
“Tom was one of my first mentors in the 
industry.  He’s been with the company 
for 40 years and he imparted an amazing 
amount of knowledge on me as I was trying 
to get my bearings in fresh produce. I 
followed Tom up the ladder and he helped 
pave the way for my success,” Paul tells me.
 
Paul’s passion for produce is only matched 
by his passion for running, something that 
helps him stay focused and fit for his 12 
hour work days. “Luckily, with smartphone 
technology, I am able to work even later… 
well into the evening and on weekends,” 
he laughs. The avid runner currently has 3 
marathons under his belt including the NYC 
Marathon and numerous half marathons, 
10ks, and 5ks.
 
“My wife was really the driving factor when 
I started running.  She was doing a triathlon 
one day, and I went down to watch and 
support her.  I ended up volunteering at the 
finish line, and next thing you know, I had 
the itch for running,” Paul reflects.
 
Growing up in the Roslindale area of Boston, 
Paul is a die-hard hockey fan as well and 
considers the Bruins his go-to team.  When 
I ask him about the Red Sox, he tells me, “I 
was a life-long Red Sox fan, until there was 
this one game…”  We laughed and  left it at 
that.
 
His drive to stay on top of the game is 
constantly being re-imagined in the 
fresh produce department. “Keep things 
interesting,” he notes.  How does that 
translate for Kings? The company provides 
the “strange” and the “funky” in the 

  “I have been at every rung of the 
ladder… bagger, maintenance, night 

crew for grocery, you name it.” 
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produce category while also offering recipes 
for everything from artisan sandwiches to 
spicy shrimp and cantaloupe kabobs.
 
Kings is always striving to stay in the “know.”
 
“Stay on top of the trends,” Paul notes. 
“Maybe more importantly, try and get ahead 
of them. The company’s ‘store prepared’ 
concept goes beyond just fresh cut fruit, but 
also prepares ready-to-eat and ready-to-cook 
ingredients that can be combined to create a 
dish, or be the dish.”
 
Take kale, Paul says. “We used to use kale as an 
afterthought, a garnish on a dish or something 
we added to decorate the meat cases. Now, we 
can’t keep it on the shelf.  Staying in front of 
trends shows our dedication to enhancing the 
food experience.”
 
Or what about dragon fruit? It took years 
to find it at a local grocery store here in the 
states. Paul tells me that where some stores 
don’t want the hassle of “shrinking it out,” 
Kings has made a way to keep a steady demand 
for such exotic items.
 
As the retail grocery market continues to 
gain momentum and competition, Kings’ 
evolving message is ensuring the retailer 
remains situated at the top.  “The best thing 
about us is that we will never be complacent, 
there is always an opportunity for growth and 
improvement,” Paul says.
 
“Our priorities are always going to align with 

industry growth and developing our competitive edge,” Paul notes. 
“But not at the expense of the consumer.”

This level of care isn’t an abstract philosophy for Paul, but a notion he 
addresses himself in each project and at every level of the business. 
Paul will be the first person at a store remodel to walk up to a display 
and start constructing or deconstructing it to meet the demands of the 
new concept.  And from what we have heard from produce suppliers, 
actions like this are contagious.  Paul’s hands-on approach earns the 
respect of all the people in his company, from the part-timers all the 
way to Kings’ executives. Suppliers tell us that a partner like Kings is 
what they have been looking for, an exciting regional chain that forces 
everyone to sharpen up.

In an industry where everyone is looking for a piece of the pie, Kings 
strives for the moment when it all just comes together; a place where 
quality meets flavor and inspiration meets availability. If you are 
looking for a piece of the action, check out this New Jersey grocer, 
where inspiration strikes.

“The best thing about us is that 
we will never be complacent, 

there is always an opportunity 
for growth and improvement.”
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Denver, CO

Greenbrae, CA“
We are always looking for the next 
best way to build more brand loyalty 
through the eating experience itself. 

Tomatoes are a versatile category, and when 
you introduce the unique line that SUNSET® 
offers, you inspire as much as you please,” 
Mallory Flanders, one of the SUNSET® Flavor 
Tour’s Brand Ambassadors, tells me.  

Leader in marketing innovation, Paul 
Mastronardi, CEO of Mastronardi Produce, 
is at it again. Along with a dedicated team 
of marketing gurus, SUNSET® is spreading 
the inspiration and teaching consumers and 
communities how to truly savor the flavor 
experience. This year, the company launched 
its first ever SUNSET® Flavor Tour, hitting 
the road in order to bring flavor to American 
consumers from coast to coast. Throughout 
the tour, the SUNSET® Flavor Crew stopped 
at a number of retailers, concerts, and 
community events from Massachusetts to 
California with its final culmination slated for 
PMA Fresh Summit in Anaheim, California.

“With the Flavor Tour, we hope to create an 
experience that puts a face and a story behind 
the brand of flavor. It’s the passion of the 
people at Mastronardi that really creates 
these premium foodie favorites,” Paul notes.

The tour created the opportunity for 
SUNSET® to have more face time with its 
consumers, while also creating continued 
brand recognition and enhancing 
the company’s retail and community 
relationships. The 3-month long event has 
developed a stronger dialogue with produce 

managers and consumers who are truly looking 
to be inspired by flavor.

The Flavor Crew is made up of three stellar 
SUNSET® Brand Ambassadors – Mallory, 
Madison and Adrian - who handed out free, 
gourmet samples of signature SUNSET® recipes 
at various retailers and community events over 
the course of the tour.
 
Mallory Flanders and Madison Rial, both 
Michigan State graduates, brought their degrees 
in Food Science and a Specialization in Food 
Industry Management to the team, along with 
current MSU senior, Adrian Mendoza, who is 
currently studying Food Industry Management. 
The team offered a host of unique perspectives as 
well as the 411 on greenhouse growing practices 
and a star studded lineup of SUNSET® brands’ 
favorites, including the Kumato™ 
and Y.E.L.O.™ tomatoes.

Tour attendees have also had the chance to enter 
the SUNSET® sweetstakes with a grand prize 
personalized flavor trip for 2 to the famous Napa 
Valley of California. The winners will be going on 
wine tours, taking cooking classes, experiencing 

private dining with a personal chef while 
relaxing in one of the most flavor-forward 
areas in the U.S.
 

“The tour brings benefits to its guests, from 
the end consumer all the way up to the 
retailer. We create better relationships with 
our retail partners by being on the ground 
with the consumers and the produce 
management. People don’t realize how 
easy some meals can be, the different flavor 
profiles of our produce, or the versatility of 
an item. This marketing perspective lets the 
consumer know how much we stand behind 
our product,” Mallory notes.
 
The whole tour has taken a great deal 
of planning and coordination, with Paul 
Mastronardi and the marketing team 
representing the genius behind the design. 
The company has taken marketing and 

SUNSET
FLAVOR 
TOUR 
by Whit Grebitus

Madison Rial Adrian MendozaMallory Flanders

®
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communication directly to the consumer, 
and it seems to be paying off at every 
level of the operation.
 

“SUNSET® is constantly investing in 
their efforts to stay on the cutting edge 
of marketing,” Mallory says. Take the 
company’s innovative packaging designs, 
vibrant and user friendly website, and 
creative ways of opening a dialogue 
directly with the consumers through 
events like this and through social media 
channels. The company is always willing 
to take risks if it means they can offer 
customers the next big thing in flavor and 
ingenuity.

SUNSET® continues to go to market 
with new and exciting produce offerings, 
pleasing the palate at every opportunity. 
When I ask the Flavor Crew what’s next 
for the produce pioneer? They tell me, 
just wait to be inspired.

Adrian, Mallory, Madison and intern Chip Wujek
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VALENCIA ORANGES

PINK VARIEGATED LEMON

NAVEL ORANGES

OJAI PIXIE TANGERINES

PAGE MANDARIN

MEYER LEMONS

EUREKA AND LISBON LEMONS

Seasonality: February–early November
Attributes: Differentiated from other orange 
varieties by thin, slightly pebbly rind and  
occasional seeds
Aroma: Orange blossom
Flavor Profile: Known for their perfect balance of 
sweet and tart flavors and high juice content

Seasonality: Year-round
Attributes:  These lemons are prized as much for their beauty 
as they are for their flavor.  Pink on the inside with a yellow and 
green striped rind. 
Aroma: Bright, crisp 
Flavor Profile:  Slightly less acidic than conventional lemons

Seasonality: November–June
Attributes: Small navel formation on the blossom end, 
easy to peel and virtually seedless
Aroma: Sweet, floral
Flavor Profile: Refreshingly tart with rich vanilla finish

Seasonality: Mid March–May
Attributes: Generally smaller than an 
average tangerine, pebbly, light orange skin, 
easy to peel and 100% seedless
Aroma: Sweet, floral
Flavor Profile: Intensely sweet,  
deep citrus flavor

Seasonality: December–January
Attributes: Prominent circle on blossom end
Aroma: Crisp, citrus scent
Flavor Profile: Wonderful rich flavor

Seasonality: Year-round
Attributes: Cross between a regular 
lemon and a mandarin orange, bright yellow 
or rich orange-yellow color
Aroma: Rich, lemon blossom/floral, sweet 
lime, lemon, and mandarin
Flavor Profile: Unique sweeter taste and 
lower acidity, hints of sweet lime, lemon,  
and mandarin

Seasonality: Year-round
Attributes: Two different types are virtually 
indistinguishable from each other, bright yellow with 
medium to slightly pebbly skin, most popular citrus 
fruit used in cooking today
Aroma: Crisp, floral smell
Flavor Profile: Distinct tangy 
flavor that compliments both 
sweet and savory foods
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SATSUMA MANDARINS

CARA CARA NAVEL ORANGES

MINNEOLA TANGELOS

GRAPEFRUIT

MORO ORANGES

CLEMENTINE/W. MURCOTT/ 
TANGO MANDARINS

GOLD NUGGET MANDARINS

Seasonality: Mid October–December
Attributes: Varying in shape from flat to necked, 
peel and segment easily and are seedless
Aroma: Sweet honeysuckle aroma
Flavor Profile: Refreshing with warm, tropical hints

Seasonality: December–mid May
Attributes: Rich pink pulp with orange exterior 
with few, if any, seeds
Aroma: Pleasingly tropical
Flavor Profile: Extremely sweet with a tangy 
cranberry-like zing and cherry undertones

Seasonality: Mid December–April
Attributes: Cross between a 
grapefruit and tangerine, a deep orange 
with a knob-like formation at the stem 
end; few, if any seeds; peels easily
Aroma: Robust, tart orange aroma
Flavor Profile: Bold, tangy flavor 
and bursting with juice

Seasonality: Year-round
Attributes: Minor differences in rind color, 
texture and thickness; ruby and red varieties 
have yellow skin which develop a deep rose blush; 
major distinction found in the flesh, which ranges 
from very light pink in early Marsh Rubies to a rich, 
dark red in the Rio and Star varieties. 
Aroma: Subtly sweet, sour cherry
Flavor Profile: Perfect balance of sweet and tart 
flavors, extremely juicy

Seasonality: December–mid April
Attributes: Deep maroon interior 
with very few seeds and orange/red 
blushed exterior, easy to peel
Aroma: Mildly floral with earthy 
papaya fragrance 
Flavor Profile: Rich, tart plum 
flavor with wild raspberry overtones

Seasonality: November–May
Attributes: Unique rounded middle, flat top and 
bottom, medium-sized fruit with deep orange smooth, 
glossy skin, virtually seedless, easy to peel
Aroma: Sweet, wildflower, pomegranate aroma
Flavor Profile: Crisp apricot nectar flavor and a rich
“raisin-y” aftertaste

Seasonality: Mid March–mid May
Attributes: Bright and slightly bumpy rind, seedless, 
sweet and easy to peel
Aroma: Sweet citrus
Flavor Profile: Rich, extremely sweet flavor
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CITRIBURST  
FINGER LIMES

PERSIAN LIMES
PUMMELOS

KEY LIMES AKA  
MEXICAN OR  
WEST INDIAN LIME

ORO BLANCO/MELO GOLD

Seasonality: Year-round
Attributes: Typically sold while still  
dark green in color, gradually turn  
light green as they ripen; virtually seedless
Aroma: Spicy floral
Flavor Profile: Distinctive piney flavor

Seasonality: Mid October–mid May
Attributes: Largest of all citrus 

fruit, thick, dark green peel that 
fades to yellow as
season progresses
Aroma: Zesty, slightly 
tropical with a hint of jasmine 
and lime
Flavor Profile: Sweet with 

a candied almond aftertaste

Seasonality: Year-round
Attributes: Generally round with 
straw yellow flesh and a thin, leathery 
skin, ranging from light green to yellow
Aroma: Highly crisp aromatic 
attributes
Flavor Profile: Fresh, tangy taste 

Seasonality: Oro: Oct–Dec, Melo: Nov–Jan
Attributes: Oro: Slightly larger than grapefruit, thick 
green-yellow rind, Melo: Larger than Oro, thinner rind
Aroma: Sweet for both
Flavor Profile: Juicy sweet, bitter membranes, Melo: 
Sweet, but less than pummelo

JAN
FEB

MAR

APR

MAY

JUN
JUL

AUG

SEP

OCT

NOV

DEC 1. Valencia Oranges
2. Pink Variegated Lemons
3. Meyer Lemons
4. Eureka and Lisbon Lemons
5. Navel Oranges
6. Page Mandarins
7. Satsuma Mandarins
8. Gold Nugget Mandarins
9. Cara Cara Navel Oranges
10. Minneola Tangelos
11. Moro Oranges
12. Clementine/W. Murcott/
Tango Mandarins
13. Grapefruit
14. Ojai Pixie Tangerines
15. Key Limes aka Mexican or 
West Indian Limes
16. Persian Limes
17. Citriburst Finger Limes
18. Pummelos
19. Oro Blanco/Melo Gold

CITRUS CALENDAR

Seasonality: Mid-July through late December/early January
Attributes: Not related to a lemon or a lime, considered a 
micro-citrus with tiny fruit pearls in a wide range of colors
Aroma: Unique refreshing lime, citrus
Flavor Profile: Similar to a lemon-lime-grapefruit 
combination
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I would like to say 
it’s about working 

smarter not harder. But, my first 
experiences in this industry 
were born from hard work. It’s 
essential,” Max Yeater tells me. 

“I try and lead by example by 
showing people that I’m willing 
to get down and dirty. It is all of 
us in this together. Everyday.”

 “My mom taught me the 
importance of hard work. She was 
a single mom, raising 2 kids. She 
sold her house so we could go to 
college. My mom has been my 
main influence and now being 
a parent, I understand what a 
wonder children are and the value 
of sacrifice and hard work. My son 
and daughter have changed my 
outlook,” Max smiles. “I wouldn’t 
have it any other way.”

 Max has come a long way since 
his days as a bird dog working in 
Salinas, California. The industry 
veteran began with his feet in 
the fields as a produce inspector 
and now calls his most recent 
role home, as President of the 
distribution giant, PRO*ACT. 

I sat down and spoke with Max 
and listened to his journey from 
the beginning, where the roots 
took hold.

 “From the beginning I have 
always had a fascination with the 
business. I knew I was destined 
for produce,” Max tells me. “Even 
in those early days, I knew I was 
building a foundation to succeed 
in the industry.”

 Max came into PRO*ACT 3 years 
after the company was established 
in 1991, and with the strength and 
determination of the PRO*ACT 
team, the company has grown 
from a network of 6 distribution 
partners to the 50 it has today.

 “I have been fortunate enough to 
be a part of our strategic growth 
as a company, while witnessing us 
come into our own,” Max notes. 

“When I first got on the desk 
buying produce, I’d call different 
suppliers in the industry. They’d 
ask ‘Pro-what?’ But, today the 
industry sees our value,” he laughs.

“
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Max Yeater
President, PRO*ACT
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As the company continues to evolve, 
PRO*ACT is taking its value proposition 
to the next level by making the move into 
retail distribution.

“Our distribution network is uniquely 
positioned with our ability to reach 100% 
of the major North American markets, 
and to respond to the demand from 
retailers for fresher product,” Max reflects. 

“We have 50 independent local companies 
bringing 50 great entrepreneurial 
ideas to the table. Pulling this program 
together and creating what we’ve created 
is nothing less than amazing. It’s our 
#1 value to the entire value-chain. To 
have that for a supplier, for a fresh 
manufacturer, is worth its weight in gold.”

 PRO*ACT has 3 different types of 
customers that make up its PRO*ACT 
Value Chain - distributors, suppliers, and 
end users. PRO*ACT’s value comes in 
its ability to get products to every major 
market and providing those distribution 
services for suppliers.

“The power of the network is our ability 
to bring together different facets of the 
industry and lead them towards the 
future,” Max notes.

 While fresh produce has always been the 
perishable of choice for PRO*ACT, the 
company has expanded into other fresh 
products to bolster the retail initiative.

“We have some great minds here,” Max 
tells me. With a senior executive team 
that is passionate and creative in their 
thought processes, it’s no wonder 
PRO*ACT continues to raise the bar. “We 
look at every idea like it’s a good idea and 
it helps us better the business and the 
work culture. I know that I want to work 
at a place that I look forward to coming 
to everyday. It’s important to me that 
everyone here feels the same.”

 “I’ve sat in their seats and I understand 
the challenges they go through. We still 
have a job to do, but I say let’s have a 
really good time doing it. Create a good 

culture and you create a good team 
environment,” he smiles. 

 Demand from the consumer has also 
changed, he tells me, and we are changing 
to adapt to the evolving consumer 
environment. “Today’s consumers want 
the ‘who, what, when, where and why,’ 
of their fresh produce. They want the 
knowledge behind product sourcing and 
how the item is delivered, packaged, and 
presented,” Max notes. “As the dialogue 
between the consumer and retailer 
changes, retailers are looking for different 
channels for delivering fresh product.”

Through PRO*ACT’s Greener Fields 
Together initiative, in-hand with its 70 
distribution locations, the company 
has been able to address challenges 
ranging from locally-grown demand 
and logistics, organic produce growth, 
and availability. Greener Fields Together 
is a collaboration of environmentally 
responsible parties, including farmers, 

“We look at every idea 
like it’s a good idea and 
it helps us better the 
business and the work 
culture.”  
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Excellence   Trust   Commitment

distributors, retail locations, and 
foodservice operators, who have come 
together to make steady, measurable 
improvements in sustainability and 
food safety practices through all levels 
of the produce supply chain. The 
unique capabilities of this initiative 
alone offer the industry a resource for 
enhancing their sustainability platforms 
and communicating their efforts to the 
consumer.

The company has spent more than 20 
years tirelessly building its distribution 
network, allowing the company access 
to customers 6 to 7 times a week, where 
other channels typically cannot.

As PRO*ACT continues forging ahead in 
both the foodservice and retail industries, 
the company hopes to continue building 
its distribution network while also 
staying true to its roots and drive towards 
innovation.

“It is an exciting time for us as we move 
forward and further advance our North 
American business strategy,” Max states. 
“As we continue to align with the goals 
of our foodservice and retail partners 
we will always be looking for that next 
opportunity to develop their programs 
and enhance our own.”

It isn’t hard to see that the PRO*ACT 
crew continues to bring a unique and 
beneficial culture to its organization, 
capabilities, and collaborations.

 “Work hard, play hard,” Max tells me. I 
couldn’t have said it better myself. 

PRO*ACT OFFICE 
Monterey, CA
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“As we continue to align with the goals of our 
foodservice and retail partners we will always be 
looking for that next opportunity to develop their 

programs and enhance our own.”
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   KINGS Food MARKETs
FOOD FIT FOR KINGS
By Jordan OkumuraBy Jordan Okumura

Where inspiration strikes… this is Kings 
Food Markets’ newly evolved message 
as the New Jersey based-retailer takes 
on its most recent initiative to redefine 

the company’s fresh concept and philosophy. Kings’ 
founders began by selling what they treasured the 
most—fresh produce, and now the concept is being 
revitalized as the retailer moves into the latest 
phase of rebranding - a mission to enhance the neo-
traditional supermarket space.

In the beginning, the founders went straight to the 
local markets and worked at developing strong bonds 
with the most dedicated farmers. That tradition is 
holding true today as Kings continues to source from 

local farmers first, as well as elite producers from 
around the world.

“We’re taking produce to the next level while 
remaining true to our roots. It’s our twist on ‘going 
back to the basics,’” Paul Kneeland, Vice President of 
Produce, Floral, Seafood, and Meat, tells me. “Produce 
inspires everything the company strives for, from 
presenting the freshest and highest quality produce, 
meats, and seafood, to offering a vast assortment of 
organic and gluten-free options. The individual needs 
of the customer always come first.” And they come 
with the opportunity to experience the sights, sounds, 
and aromas of something truly special.

One of the unique aspects of Kings is the care and 

60



   KINGS Food MARKETs
FOOD FIT FOR KINGS
By Jordan Okumura

consideration that they put into visually 
stimulating and pleasing the new wave of 
health-conscious consumers. Convenience is 
key, and grasping the consumer’s attention at 
the entry point is ideal for drawing in the on-
the-go shopper.

Currently, this retailer is looking to innovate its 
new concept through presentation and offerings. 
With 14 of its 25 stores already converted to its 
new format and 9 more planned by April, Kings is 
bringing store design to a whole new level.

About 15 years ago, the company began looking at 
redeveloping its strategic plan. In the past 5 years, 
Kings has been strategically focusing on honing in 

on how the consumer experiences food and the 
supermarket environment. “We’ve looked at 
center store and realized that with the recent 
trends in fresh foods, we needed to create a more 

dominant perishables platform,” Paul tells me.

So, what groundwork is Kings laying for these 
current rebranding efforts? At the core, it will 

always be about providing a variety of grocery 
offerings with the best quality and consistency, but 
now Kings is shifting the traditional “Center Store” 
to the periphery.

The company’s redesign reflects a more fresh-forward 
program, with perishables now accounting for 50% of 
Kings’ inventory. Generally, supermarkets are about 

61



“We are 
designing an 
experience that 
captures the senses 
right when you 
walk through 
the door.”

“We always focus on 
variety &  convenience. ”
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experience that 
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“We always focus on 
variety &  convenience. ”

65% center store, Paul notes. “That is changing for us. 
Nearly 90% of all perishables are on one side of the 
store, beginning at the entrance. Center store has 
turned to ‘left store,’” he laughs. “We are going for a 
European style market.”

It’s easy to see that Kings is far from portraying 
themselves as a retailer with a cattle-chute layout. “We 
are going for an amphitheater effect,” Paul tells me. 
And why shouldn’t fresh produce entertain and entice?

With a stage of fresh produce in mind, the retailer 
has created an L-shaped amphitheater on which to 
present its latest, fresh-from-the-fields assortment 
of produce.

“Imagine the customer’s line of sight. We are 
designing an experience that captures the senses 
right when you walk through the door. The more 
colors and layers you see, the more variety and 
possibility you can communicate,” Paul smiles.

Kings keeps most fixtures at a lower level and 
typically at the eye line of the consumer. Where 
large walls of produce can scream fresh-focused, 
Kings is taking an equally impressive and also 
strategic approach, creating a visceral landscape 
where you can take in nearly all produce items from 
the front of the store, all the way to the back. Kings 
has something for everyone, from stainless steel 
casings or cherrywood fixtures with their artisan-
forward feel to cheese cases, and an open air bakery 
with brickwork. Not to mention the fresh seafood 
department that transports you to the country’s best 
fish markets. 

Kings is also extremely passionate about the Jersey 
Fresh program. After all, New Jersey is where Kings 
began and where the company calls home. The 
retailer has served 23 New Jersey communities for 
almost 80 years and is a proud supporter of New 
Jersey farmers. Kings has helped pioneer the state’s 

“Jersey Fresh” campaign to highlight all the great 
foods from the Garden State.

Hand-in-hand with the produce landscape, the 
prepared foods department has also become a 
focus for refreshing the format with even more 
convenience. Kings is exploring new concepts on 
the foodservice side as well, deconstructing menu 
ingredients for those shoppers that are looking for 
certain individual elements to an overall recipe. 

“We always focus on variety and convenience, but it 
is important to note that as much as the company 
enjoys a diverse product program, we are highly 

focused on flavor. It’s what really ups the ante,” Paul 
tells me.

“Our hope is to inspire shoppers just by walking into 
our stores. We set the stage for everything artisan, 
fresh, and trending, to make its way to the consumers 
shopping basket,” Paul says. 

I can see from the store format and from speaking with 
Paul that Kings focuses on the “why.” Why do people 
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“Our passion 
for food hasn’t 

stopped for 
nearly

80
Years”

Kings is constantly working to 
surprise & educate consumers 

on the range of fl avors, 
eating experiences , and 

new items on the shelf.
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come in? Why should they come 
in? Why does fresh matter and why 
should they care? That’s enough to 
keep anyone up at night. Kings is 
constantly working to surprise and 
educate consumers on the range of 
flavors, eating experiences, and new 
items on the shelf. When a consumer 
asks ‘why’, Kings has the answer.

What’s in store for Kings as we 
look to the horizon? “I see us 
becoming increasingly organic. For 
our demographics, we are finding 
that consumers want more organic 
options and more education,” Paul 
notes. Currently, Kings is about 19% 
organic in its produce department. 

“That might not seem like much,” Paul 
relays, “but the average supermarket 
is around 3-5% for produce.”

Additionally, Kings is hoping to 
expand in the near future to markets 
that are similar to those where 

it currently resides, as well as 
surrounding areas. “We would like to 
double the size of the company in the 
next five years. While we are thriving 
within our present footprint, we 
know there is a demand for our brand 
of retail and our concept in equally 
profitable and ideal areas.”

 Paul is also a huge advocate of 
programs like PMA’s Sesame Street 
partnerships and initiatives and 
Let’s Move Salad Bars to Schools, 
which are playing a huge role in 
produce consumption.

“5 or 10 years down the road when kids 
become the consumers, it will be a 
boom for the produce industry. So we 
are preparing now, staying ahead of 
the game for the increase in consumer 
demands for variety and availability. 
When kids go home after eating at 
school salad bars, they are asking their 
parents for broccoli and cauliflower. 

It’s a matter of paying attention to 
who is dictating the shopping list,” 
Paul mentions.

“Our format aligns with these new 
initiatives and help to inspire kids 
to eat produce. We see it as our role 
to communicate the possibilities 
of fresh produce to kids with a 
real foodie feel. We have kids 
tastings, cooking classes, lectures 
on produce… it’s all about engaging 
the next generation,” Paul says. 

“Our passion for food hasn’t stopped 
for nearly 80 years and we continue 
to bring our message to the new 
wave of little shoppers.”

And it’s true, Kings hasn’t stopped 
their passionate journey towards 
perfection since the company 
opened in 1936. The founders 
began with the humble purpose of 
finding the freshest produce around 
and have evolved into a family of 
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25 locations, each one seamlessly 
integrated into the community it 
serves. 

“What it really comes down to is 
creating that genuine shopping 
experience which also tells a story. 
In this case, our story,” Paul tells me. 
And it seems like the future holds no 
end in sight for this retailer. With 
its foot steady on the pedal, Kings 
is continuing to drive its success 
forward with an eye for innovation 
and a love for fresh produce. 








