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Jordan Okumura
Editor in Chief
AndNowUKnow and The Snack

an eff ort to move closer to the growing regions from which 
it ships while moving access to its product line further east. 
Transportation and global trade are all potentially volatile 
elements of the game, and SunFed is preparing not only for 
the uncertainty ahead but the opportunities that its team is 
built to thrive on.

And I can’t talk about the future of food and the 
possibilities on the plate without addressing 

a fast-casual healthy food destination 
that is structured to address the time-
conscious consumer and provide more 
produce options at the table. Someone 
say Shroomami? The produce-forward 
restaurant chain sweetgreen did. 

Shroomami is just one of the many dishes 
that will tease consumers’ taste buds with 

organic wild rice, shredded kale, raw beets, 
cucumbers, basil, spicy sunfl ower seeds, a warm 

portobello mix, roasted sesame tofu, and miso sesame 
ginger dressing. In that ingredient list alone, I see at least 
fi ve supplier friends who would benefi t from sweetgreen’s 
food ethos.

As we address the future, growers must pivot their 
programs to respond to the needs of customers and 
consumers. DelFrescoPure® is attending to those needs 
with a coveted certifi cation and bone-deep company values 
that will help pave the way for their future. Their team’s 
story is one that will take more than a couple sentences to 
tell.

If I said it once, I will say it again: I can wax poetic about 
produce all day. Let’s take a deeper dive into the stories in 
this issue as there is so much more to touch on than space 
to write in this letter to you.

Have a great read, friends, and thank you, as always, for 
your gift of time.

2005 Capitol Ave., Sacramento CA 95811

EDITOR’S LETTER

FEEL LIKE IT WAS JUST A WEEK AGO we were 
all greeting each other with, “Happy New 
Year” and “Tell me your plans for 2019.” Time 
fl ies. And that cliché is a cliché for a very good 
reason. The ancient Greeks had two words for 
time: Chronos and Kairos. Chronos, as you 

might guess, refers to chronological 
or sequential time. Kairos has a 

more qualitative nature that refl ects how we 
humans experience the hour, the day, the 
year, etc. In our industry, we walk a fi ne 
line, trying to discover the middle ground 
between the consumer and/or customer 
that wants to collapse time, and what 
Chronos tells us is possible.

In our industry, time is of the essence—
both perceived and actual. I often hear that 
the days are long but the years are short. As 
we battle the challenge of fi tting more effi  ciency and 
production, and more quality and value, into smaller and 
smaller time requisites, companies are fi nding that building 
relationships and core culture is essential in greasing the 
wheels of balance. Innovation can only come with risk, and 
having that solid foundation we fi nd in each other seems 
more fundamental than ever.

In this issue, we bring you stories of companies and 
individuals who walk these fi ne lines every day and inspire 
us to fi nd ways to do the same. Take ACME Markets for 
example. In an eff ort to stay ahead of the game, the team 
is building channels for success through stronger supplier 
relationships while investing in a reimagining of what the 
consumer experience looks like. But I will let Jay Schneider 
fi ll in the details about that path, as well as the one that 
brought him here.

In addition, we bring you Dean Taylor from SUNSET®. 
While helping to build the foodservice arm of the company, 
Dean kept an eye on the future and has expanded his vision 
to encompass product development and address the needs 
of the market. SUNSET is one company that always raises 
the bar and resting on its laurels has never been an option. 
We sat down with the man himself with a few questions 
about his journey and where the road leads next.

Also, we take a moment with SunFed’s Craig Slate and 
Gretchen Kreidler Austin, who have expanded an aspect 
of the company’s program into the great state of Texas in 
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MASTRONARDI PRODUCE®

(SUNSET®)
FOLLOWING THE FLAVOR
Having created a space for greenhouse-
grown products in foodservice before 
going on to aid in all the company’s 
product development, and having also 
led the new BerryWorld® operation, 
Dean Taylor tells The Snack how it all ties 
together...

4EARTH FARMS
AT THE 4FRONT OF FRESH
Expanding warehouse space, value-added 
capacity, and acreage, the company lifts 
the veil on its all-but-invisible operation. 
We take a tour with David Lake, David 
Hewitt, Kelly Daniels, and Mark 
Munger...

CATANIA & STELLAR 
DISTRIBUTING
RISING STARS
How are athletes-turned-produce pushers 
Brian Lapin and Andrew Amodeo 
continuing the tradition of  excellence 
established by Paul Catania Sr. and Kurt 
Cappelluti and growing this star-studded 
family? Find out in this issue...

CRYSTAL VALLEY FOODS
THROUGH IT ALL, BIG OR SMALL
A child of  the nineties, Crystal Valley 
Foods has endured the ups and downs 
of  the industry and has grown its 
presence from produce baby to bi-
coastal powerhouse. Jay Rodriguez and 
others cover the millennial company’s 
trajectory...

DELFRESCOPURE®

CULTIVATING INNOVATION
Carl Mastronardi, President and CEO of  
DelFrescoPure®, evolved his childhood 
fruit stand into a dynamic greenhouse 
growing operation, utilizing family values, 
innovation, and cutting-edge technology 
along the way...

SUNFED
EVERYTHING’S PEPPER IN TEXAS
The band—consisting of  Craig Slate, 
CEO and President, and Gretchen 
Kreidler Austin, Director of  Marketing—
is back together again and rearin’ to grab 
the Texas longhorn by the longhorn and 
steer the company toward bigger and 
better operations, categories, and more...

ACME MARKETS
BUILT TO THRIVE
Today’s consumer experience is more important 
than ever, and Jay Schneider, Produce Director, 
has his ear to the ground listening to what direction 
it will shift to next. Like any good foundation, it is 
only as good as the materials you invest in, and Jay is 
investing in his supplier relationships to drive ACME’s 
excellence forward. Find his story here and the journey 
ahead...

FEATURES

SUNFED
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34
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40
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50
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This is not to diminish Bre’s own 
place as the driver of her story, 
however. Just to stunt a little: Bre 
was hired as Tom Lange’s fi rst 
Marketing Assistant in 2012 and 
has since come to embody the title 
of Marketing Specialist—all under 
the guidance of her mentor, Becky 
Wilson, Vice President of Operations 
at Tom Lange. Bre describes the 
moment she met Becky as the 
stars aligning, and over the last 
seven years, Bre and Becky have 
built a 400-horsepower engine of a 
relationship, thanks to having a boss, 
friend, and life-long mentor all in one.

“We like to call ourselves ‘The Bs,’ 
and we are connected in many more 
ways than simply working together. 
We learned we both attended the 
same high school—and yes, we 
can still perform the school song!” 
Bre jokes. “Becky has been vital in 
my professional development and 
advancement within our company 
and industry. Her passion for Tom 
Lange Company and this industry 
is contagious. She pushes me to 
continually strive for excellence 
in every detail, and I have grown 
mountains because of her. She has 
left doors open and room for me to 

MENTORS IN THE MAKING

Bre Macomber

IF YOU WERE TO DECLARE, “I 
want to go fast!” Ricky Bobby-
style, I would assume NASCAR’s 

speedways were your goal, 
professionally or otherwise. When 
Bre Macomber declared she wanted 
to go fast, however, the racing 
industry wasn’t exactly what she had 
in mind, though she did try it out for 
a bit.

“Directly out of college, I landed an 
internship with a sports management 
agency in Charlotte, North Carolina. 
The agency I worked for represents 
drivers, sponsors, and teams for 
NASCAR. I loved the fast pace of the 
work and it was a great experience, 
but it was kind of out of left fi eld,” 
Bre explains to me.

At fi rst glance, NASCAR and the 
produce industry don’t seem to have 
much in common—except, of course, 
Bre, whose name you have probably 
heard thrown around with increasing 
frequency. Upon closer inspection, a 
fast-paced drive is one aspect that 
translates from the race track to the 
growing fi eld and is one reason why 
Bre is on the industry’s radar as a 
leader of the next generation, and 
one putting the pedal to the metal 
at that. Because of this, there’s little 
doubt that Bre belongs anywhere 
but our industry—a fact only 
strengthened when Bre tells me that 
her jump from sports to fruit and 
veg was not exactly a leap into the 
unknown, but a leap back to home.

“Produce has been a part of 
my family for generations. My 
grandfather farms and still lives out 
on the farm, and my uncle and father 
both work in agriculture as well,” Bre 
details. “So, when I moved back to 
Illinois and fell into my role at Tom 
Lange Company, it was a natural fi t 
because agriculture is in my blood.”

Bre’s fi rst mentor in life was also 
coincidentally the fi rst to introduce 
her to the biz: her father, Bill Engel. 
Bre describes him as a leader by 
example who set a precedent for just 
how worthwhile our industry can be 
if you dig deep.

“During my childhood, I would watch 
my dad work, which was my fi rst 
exposure to the business side of 
agriculture—the side where we aren’t 
in the dirt or riding tractors,” Bre 
says. “He always made sure to build 
lasting relationships and showed me 
how to treat each person with the 
same respect, no matter what title 
they may have behind their name.”

Growing up under her father’s 
wing, which included traveling 
with him on international business 
trips, Bre witnessed the fruits traits 
like tenacity and versatility bear in 
our industry—traits Bre herself has 
worked hard to adopt.

Taylor Aldridge—Owner and Creative 
Director for Rarebreed Media 
and another of Bre’s mentors—
then helped her build upon this 
foundation laid by her father. 
Bre and Taylor fi rst met four 
years ago after Tom Lange’s 
President, Greg Reinauer, 
introduced them. 

“He has been an invaluable 
mentor to me in the creative 
and design space, showing 
me how to pitch relay design 
concepts in meetings and bring 
those with a more analytical 
mindset into our creative world. 
He also has emphasized that it is 
so important to explain the ‘hows’ 
and ‘whys’ that go into the design 
or branding strategy,” Bre refl ects. 

“Taylor’s brainpower for strategy and 
his foresight are something of magic.”

BY KAYLA WEBB

Bre Macomber
Marketing Specialist,
Tom Lange Company
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THE MENTORS
Here is what they have 

to say about Bre Macomber...

Bill Engel
Executive Vice President, GM of 
Specialty Formulations, Brandt 

Consolidated, Inc.

Sponsored By

Bre and I have worked together since late 2015.  
I was brought in to help her with visual design, 
including a new website, branding, packaging, 
labeling, and even a tradeshow booth. Bre had 
been managing everything on her own up until 
then. I pictured her functioning somewhere 
between an air traffi  c controller and a 9-1-1 call 
operator. 

Bre is fantastic. She asks smart questions and 
wants to understand the reason behind each 
decision. Once a direction is identifi ed, she is a 
powerful advocate and fi ghts for the designs 
that best serve her company.

Managing diverse opinions and demands can be 
challenging, but Bre has become skilled in both 
infl uence and negotiation and has grown to 
understand the art of patience and timing. Her 
eye for quality design continues to mature; she 
communicates what she wants and settles for 
nothing mediocre.

Bre is a joy to work with. She is organized, calm, 
collected, and extremely humble. It has been 
both an honor and a pleasure to collaborate 
with her on her career, her design needs, and 
her life goals.

Taylor Aldridge
Owner and Creative Director,

Rarebreed Media

I guess you could say it was ‘love at fi rst sight’ 
when Bre’s mother presented me with a baby girl 
thirty years ago!

While Bre did all the typical activities growing 
up, she seemed to always have a keen interest in 
agriculture. It must be in her genetic makeup, as 
agriculture runs deep in our family.

Nothing could make me happier than knowing 
that I may have provided a foundation for her 
continued interest. It is even more rewarding now 
when we both have the chance to connect with 
the same valued friends and customers that she 
met during her childhood. It gives me a sense 
of pride that the values I hoped to instill in my 
children are being put to use in Bre’s approach to 
great customer care in this dynamic industry as 
we work to feed the world! 

Bre began her career with Tom Lange in 2012 
after we advertised for a Marketing Assistant 
position. During the interview process, I 
immediately knew she was an ‘old’ soul and 
that her actual age wasn’t a true refl ection 
of who she was; she came off  as much more 
grounded than most twenty-three-year-olds. 
Her eagerness to learn everything she could 
about produce and the Tom Lange organization 
quickly made her an integral part of our team at 
the corporate offi  ce. And, once I saw her work 
ethic, I knew she would be a superstar. To say 
that she is a self-starter is an understatement. 
If she doesn’t know how to do something, she 
will fi gure it out. Bre can foresee problems and 
has a fi x before anyone knows any better, which 
is a gift. Through these last seven years, I have 
seen her develop a passion, commitment to, 
and love for our industry. Her passion and fresh 
set of eyes has given me a renewed enthusiasm, 
resulting in a whole new level of professional 
growth. I believe that is what makes our 
relationship more special. You always hear that 
everyone in the produce industry is like family, 
and well, that is exactly how I feel about Bre; 
she is part of my family.   

Becky Wilson
Vice President of Operations, 

Tom Lange Companystep into my own and always supports any crazy idea 
I might come up with.”

Like many in produce, Bre doesn’t operate on just 
one gear. Over the years, she’s added running events 
for the Tom Lange Charitable Foundation, food 
safety, and more to her marketing wheelhouse under 
Becky’s direction—direction Bre herself would like to 
provide her own mentees in the future. 

“My mentors are so signifi cant to me and have helped 
guide my career path. I can only hope to be half the 
mentor they have been to me. I believe in the power 
of mentor/mentee relationships and the impact they 
can have professionally,” Bre concludes.

If life were a race, Bre Macomber would be speeding 
ahead of the pack—the industry cheering the closer 
she gets to the fi nish line. With a style, determination, 
and a few tricks in the trunk unlike any other in the 
race, Bre Macomber is one to bet on in the produce 
fast lane.
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Zest 4 clementines as well as half of an orange. Set zest aside. Simmer the 
zested clementines in hot water for 20-25 minutes until soft (seeded and 
membrane cleared). 

Juice remaining 6 clementines. In a bowl, add yielded cup of clementine juice, 
heavy cream, and vanilla extract. Whisk until mixed well. Add flour, baking 
powder, baking soda, and salt. 

In another bowl add zest, butter, sugar, and sour cream and use a mixer to 
combine. Add eggs and mix again. Optional: Use your fingers to mix the zest and 
sugar first before combining other ingredients.

Combine both blends and use mixer to create a batter. Add previously cooked 
zested clementines. 

Preheat oven to 350° F. Use extra butter and flour to coat a loaf pan. Pour 
batter into pan, evenly. Place pan on baking sheet and bake until internal 
temperature is 190° F, approximately 50-55 minutes.

Cool for 15 minutes before serving.

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes visit www.cataniaworldwide.ca

1

2

3

4

5

6

CLEMENTINE LOAF CAKE

10 Catania Worldwide clementines
1 orange
1½ cup f lour
2 tsp baking powder
¼ tsp baking soda
¼ tsp salt
4.5 oz butter
1¼ cup granulated sugar
1 tsp vanilla extract
2 eggs
4 tbsp heavy cream
1 tsp sour cream

Prep Time: 30-35 min
Cook Time: 50-60 min
Servings: Slice to order

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Catania Worldwide 

Clementines
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L aunching new products (in 
our case apple varieties) is 
always a wild card. There 
are often problems on 

juvenile orchards (3rd leaf fruit) in 
sizing, pack outs, crop load, and 
flavor on most new offerings. While 
Rave® was a little unpredictable on 
sizing, it hit home runs on flavor 
and pack outs—consumers wrote in 
with enthusiasm, as this was evident 
at our pop-up shop in Manhattan, 
New York. This year, we’ve planned 
many events, contests, and content 
sharing on the variety, and I want 
you, the buyer, to understand 
why it—and products like it—are 
becoming more and more necessary 
in stores.

Any new item needs a reason for 
being brought into the marketplace, 
which are simple reasons to see 
if you really dial in: The item fits 
a window of time when other 
competing products aren’t available 
at retail; it has flavors and consumer 
attributes that make it unique or 
better than an item presently on the 
shelf; it’s similar to another item but 
with better cosmetics; it is easier to 

grow, creating sustainable farming 
income; or it isn’t any better or 
worse than a competitor’s item, but 
you feel your sales and marketing 
teams can win the shelf because of 
the strengths of your company.

It can be one or a combination of 
these factors, however we don’t just 

need more stuff on the shelf, we 
need uniqueness. When apples are 
all old crop on the shelf, yet we are 
at a back-to-school timing with no 
fresh apples to sell, Rave comes in 
at the opportune timing of August 
1. This is an unbelievable advantage 
for a new apple item, and we are 
not pushing the crop to make this 
timing like so many products try to 
force harvest before it is time.

Rave is also extremely unique in 
that it is super juicy with a real fresh 
“in your face” flavor. It has the bite 
or texture of Honeycrisp and it has 
color and cosmetics that develop in 
the heat of summer, which is unlike 
the cold fall that most apples need 
for color. It packs easier, colors 
easier, and crops easier than many 

other apples. Retailers are going 
to have fun with this apple as it 
develops into as a key item in the 
future—if we change a few current 
retail merchandising issues that 
need attention.

As an industry, we fail to message 
to the consumer at many levels—a 
downfall of many items at retail. 
Store signage has become generic, 

By Snack Editorial Contributor Roger Pepperl, 
Marketing Director, Stemilt Growers

How Raving About It Can 
Bridge Buy-Side Gaps

We can make the story grow 
among consumers with this fun 
message. Let’s not waste a great 
opportunity to delight people.

“

”
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Among his decorated portfolio, Roger was a produce 
buyer and merchandiser for the Midwest supermarket 

Meijer for 21 years and has been Stemilt Growers’ Marketing 
Director for 19. He has served on boards for several industry 

groups, including a year as Executive Board Chairman for the Produce for 
Better Health Foundation, member of Produce Marketing Association’s 
Exhibitor Advisory Committee, and United Fresh board member 
and Chairman of the Marketing-Merchandising Council. His 
major objective is to innovate and create a brand that 
separates products from becoming “commodities.” 
He believes the best marketing team members in the 
produce industry make goals fun and achievable.

Roger Pepperl
MARKETING DIRECTOR, STEMILT GROWERS

short on information, and lacking 
intrigue. Instead, new items 
throughout the store are becoming 
clutter and confusion. Why would 
anyone go to the store and buy 
something they’ve never heard of, 
with no knowledge of it? We must 
work on messaging and storytelling.

Retail is missing impulsive displays 
that call out new things or great 
promotions, a major issue with 
building sales, especially on new 
items.

Rave can help simply in that it will 
be the only new season apple on the 
shelf for the fi rst two to three weeks. 
Shiny and fresh, it gives a very bright 
presence with its fl ashy red box and 
“sound bubble” logo. It will also be 
an apple that is marketed on the 
concept of sharing the experience 
with others—Rave about it. We will 
have lots of activity nationally that 
will bring Rave into the news and 
media (stay tuned), which brings me 
to another issue: online shopping.

The online, curbside, and home 
delivery grocery business is real, 
and I love it, but I encourage anyone 
to explore impulsively buying 
something new or unique online. 
It should be the easiest space for 
us to tell stories, add authenticity, 
talk about characteristics, and give 
usage tips. However, we fail to do 
this on most fronts. I do believe this 
will change from the basic ordering 
system that encourages reordering 
historical purchases rather than 
building a future shopping 
experience, and I have to have faith 
that online shopping is going to be 
a savior to new items in the future. 

Today will change, and it must.

We have more tools than ever with 
conventional advertising, infl uencers, 
press, media, social channels, 
events, and, of course, point of sales 
contests and samplings. The good 
news is there are many channels 
that are relatively inexpensive. The 
bad news is that the dilution of the 
audience per channel can make it 
hard to get a message out to huge 
audiences. We need to use multiple 
tools to get our message out and 
never forget the point of sale. The 
point of sale is that moment where 
the transaction decision occurs 
and nothing is stronger than that 
moment and location.

Rave has the same problems that 
other new items have, but it can 
defy those issues by being the fi rst 
apple to begin the season and grab 
that attention and position in the 
category. Being so juicy and yet 
harvesting so early is a paradigm 
shift for consumers. Its unique 
name and marketing theme based 
on social sharing is nothing like the 
apples from the past, such as Red 
Delicious, Gala, and Honeycrisp. 
The Rave apple will be hitting 
millennial consumers from the initial 
introduction of the apple all the way 
to establishment of the demand 
based on larger supply. It will be 
able to become a favorite of their 
own without having it handed down 
from another generation. Then the 
Z generation will become the next 
big market in the decade to follow. 
We can make the story grow among 
consumers with this fun message. 
Let’s not waste a great opportunity 
to delight people. Rave about it.

and Chairman of the Marketing-Merchandising Council. His 
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believe there is a reason why so many people spend their entire lives in our 
industry. Maybe you need to be bred with a specific gene, or perhaps it is as subtle 
and soulful as finding ways to live closer to the Earth. The origin story for each 

person is different, but I do believe those who find their way to it discover the path 
instinctually.
 

“I can remember that moment very clearly—when I first ‘dipped my toe’ in the produce 
waters,” Jay Schneider, Produce Director for ACME Markets, smiles and tells me, 
reminiscing on the slight tug that pulled him in this industry’s direction.
 
Jay’s path started back in the mid-80s, working on the night crew stocking shelves at 
an ACME Markets store in Bordentown, New Jersey. The Store Manager came to 
him one morning when he was about to leave and said, “Hey Jay, I have an opening in 
produce for the 4 a.m. shift setup.” Something told Jay to jump at the opportunity, and 
he did.
 

“I truly believe that there is nothing more rewarding than working in this industry,” 
Jay expresses. “You build so many relationships and make bonds that are unlike those 
in any other sector. The sense of urgency, accessibility, seasonality, and passion you 
experience in this business is amazing.”
 

Thrive
Builtto

By Jordan Okumura

I
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After working for four years as Produce 
Manager, Jay worked his way to a role as 
an Imported Field Buying inspector, and 
from there he became a Produce and 
Floral Field Specialist in store operations 
for three years. Jump forward another 
handful of years and Jay became an 
Assistant to the Director of Produce, 
where he spent a decade learning the 
ropes. Now, Jay has settled into his role 
as Director of Produce, which he has 
called home for the past 10 years.
 
Among the many reasons that Jay is 
drawn to the fresh produce industry is 
one of the most dynamic and his favorite: 

You must make fast-paced, quick, and 
nimble decisions with short timelines 
and any number of roadblocks in your 
way.
 

“I enjoy the many unknowns in produce 
that challenge us daily. From the timing 
of a crop start versus the previous year 
to freezes, rain, heat, crop yield, market 
cost variations…Call me crazy, but I 
live for it,” he laughs. “Even when it is a 
reckoning.”
 
Making those gut business decisions that 
are transparent to everyone holds Jay 
accountable and helps him grow and see 
the bigger picture.
 

“One saying I use around the office when 
those forceful weather events happen is, 
‘We are not selling Tide or Cheerios, that 
would be too easy,’” he divulges with 
a smile. “In addition, I am attracted 
to the constant change and evolution 
of products and consumer trends. The 
fact that we are in the healthy eating 
sector of retail is very rewarding and a 
difference-maker for me personally. Our 
suppliers truly help us deal with this 
balance. It is a collaboration we can all 
benefit from.”
 

This is why ACME’s supplier 
partnerships are so important to Jay.
 

“The table can be a meeting of the 
minds to build a future, not just a place 
to negotiate,” he suggests. “All of this 
is a small sampling of how different 
generations—specifically millennials 
and later Gen Xers—are shaping 
the changes in the industry. It forces 
everyone to look at his or her business 
and embrace a different approach 
to a new, and now better-connected, 
consumer.”
 
At ACME, in a decentralized 
environment, Jay has the ability to 
meet with suppliers and plan out their 
business strategies. It is important to him 
that they understand the “ins and outs” 
about how and why ACME chooses 
and sells the suppliers’ products. Jay 
finds it essential to look ahead at any 
opportunities ACME can potentially 
partner with suppliers on in adverse and 
advantageous market conditions.
 
Ideologies around food change 
constantly, and sometimes that is the 
only guarantee our industry has. It 
makes sense to me to have an open 
dialogue between the buy-side and 
supply-side on how these changes can 
be openings for growth and gain. The 
ability to adapt is key and something 
we take note of constantly from voices 
around fresh produce. Maybe that is the 
gene we think of when we consider the 
disposition that long-time veterans have, 
or maybe it is the life lesson they keep 
reinforcing over and over that becomes 
bone-deep intuition. Adapt. And Jay 
wants us to do it together.
 

“It is not just about being along for 
the ride, but also grabbing the wheel 
and helping to steer that movement 
forward—taking the feedback from your 
surrounding demographics and making 
decisions that work for your company, (TOP) An early ACME Markets storefront

(BOTTOM) ACME Markets employees gather in front of their store
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the consumers, and our supplier 
partners,” he states. “There are a lot of 
moving parts to consider. I will never tell 
anyone that it is easy; you have to think 
about the current trends as much as the 
long-haul.”
 
Take, for instance, the change in 
organic consumption to the emergence 
of cauliflower as a pizza crust, and the 
many usages of kale compared to its 
previous existence as a garnish over 
consumption in salads. Who would have 
thought these behaviors on the plate 
would be so impactful, he wonders, while 
at the same time adding how amazing 
it is that so much product is grown and 
produced from hothouse operations now 
versus three to four years ago, even. The 
list goes on for Jay.
 

“Consumers are more knowledgeable 
and crave more insights into the 
supply chain,” he shares. “Seasonal 
gaps continue to close and become 
transparent to customers. As an example, 
clementines are now fifty-two weeks out 
of the year and berry-growing regions 
continue to expand.”
 
Building on those topics that are at the 
front of Jay’s mind is food safety, which 
is always a major concern and a huge 
priority.
 

“We are in an era now that we have 
not been in before. Within a short 

time frame of a little over a year, we’ve 
seen consecutive E. coli outbreaks that 
basically shattered the industry and 
affected consumer confidence,” Jay 
says. “It is important to look at how 
any type of outbreak may be prevented 
and protect the consumer in a faster 
fashion. Obviously, some strides have 
been made on the labeling of romaine 
from regions and harvest dates, but is it 
enough, and do consumers understand 
what that means? There are traceability 
applications out there now but, basically, 
a lot of it is in test phases. I am confident 
that all the industry associations will 
continue to make strides in this arena to 
find solutions, from the grower through 
the supply chain.”
 
Transportation is a challenging element 
of the business as well for Jay and 
for many in the industry. Costs have 
dramatically increased over the past year 
and more due to the ELD regulations 
and truck shortages—add in driver 
vacancies and higher than normal 
turnover, along with rates increasing in 
double-digits year-over-year, as Jay tells 
me, and you have a tough animal to 
wrangle.
 

“In turn, it has been driving the cost 
of goods up across the country for 
everyone,” Jay intimates. “I hope things 
settle down and revisions to the ELD 
will improve the situation, along with 
improvements to the trucking industry.”
 

“From the timing of a crop 
start versus the previous year 
to freezes, rain, heat, crop 
yield, market cost variations…
Call me crazy, but I live for it. 
Even when it is a reckoning.”
-Jay Schneider, Produce Director, ACME Markets

(TOP)FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: 
Bill Teefy, Ray Toscano, Nick 
Lewandoski, Joe Hultz, Jay 
Schneider, Joe Leario, and Jim 
Reardon 
(BOTTOM) Vegetable wet racks 
highlight the “fresh” in fresh 
produce and build dynamic levels 
for the consumer eye
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I am glad that Jay can turn on a dime. 
We pull back from the ledger of topics 
that keeps Jay awake at night and turn 
to his passions once again. One of these 
passions is how the department has 
changed over time and what it can tell 
us about the future. Jay loves change 
if you had not caught onto that yet. So 
he takes me on a ride down memory 
lane, starting with the packaged salad 
category.
 

“Offerings were limited in bag salads—
like garden salad blends—and a coleslaw 
mix was considered a packaged salad 
at the time. The sector does not even 
resemble what it once was and it is 
huge now. I think of it as a flavor leader 
and innovator in the fresh produce 
department. The category is a desired 
destination of its own,” he says. “Or let’s 
turn to apples. Galas were considered 
the Honeycrisp of its time and were 
the first real variety of apple that 
differentiated the segment for consumers 
in my opinion.”
 
Jay recalls the changeover of 
keypunching for customers’ orders and 
only paying with cash or by check. Then 
scanners were installed and “BINGO!” 
he remarks, the age of the UPC was 
born, along with fact-based data. That 
led to the infant stages of category 
management.
 

“Now, we are at a time where things 
are changing overnight at such a 
fast pace. Technology has touched 

every part of our business, affecting 
customer behaviors and shopping habits. 
Information can be obtained quickly 
with smartphones and consumers can 
research products at their fingertips 
while at home or at the grocery store,” 
he articulates. “They can look and 
compare products and be more specific 
on what they want. And now they can 
have those items delivered to their 
home in a short timeframe. That, in my 
opinion, translates into convenience for 
the age of the time-starved consumer.”
 
Ease, ready-to-eat, grab-and-go, 
snacking, prepped, meal kits, value-
added—products are developed now 
with all these desires in mind. What used 
to work years ago does not necessarily 
work now.
 

“Does a consumer want to cut up an 
onion for a salad or cut broccoli for a stir 
fry, or do they prefer a quick solution of 
purchasing cut-and-prepared product?” 
Jay asks. “In the past, spending time 
prepping food was the norm. Time-
starved families are looking for easier 
and quicker solutions and this is evident 
with more penetration and growth in 
prepared products.”
 
In line with this era of fast and 
convenient comes new demands from 
the consumer including sustainability, 
organic, food waste, and an 
understanding of where food is being 
grown and sourced, which is now more 
prevalent than ever. And in turn, it 

With the recent political landscape, it 
would make sense that tariffs and trade 
agreements are also a concern for Jay 
and ACME. This will continue to cast 
uncertainty across the industry this year.
 

“Will it force growers and companies 
to possibly find other markets for their 
crop? I’m not certain. However, the 
ongoing collaboration that is going on 
now with the United States, Mexico, and 
Canada Agreement (USMCA) sounds 
like it will help fresh produce. There 
is quite a bit of rapid change, however, 
and the effects of the cost continue to be 
evaluated. The continual focus here is of 
the utmost importance as this affects all 
facets of the business—not just produce,” 
Jay suggests.
 

“The table can 
be a meeting 
of the minds 
to build a 
future, not 
just a place 
to negotiate.”
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changes the way products are being 
developed and off ered to consumers.

“Produce is one of the main drivers 
of why a consumer shops at a store. I 
take this seriously when we look at our 
format, off erings, and partnerships,” 
Jay shares with me. “We have over one 
thousand items to choose from and a 
wide assortment of products that fi t 
every store in our geographical locations. 
We understand every community and 
customer is diff erent, and that’s why we 
do not have a one-size-fi ts-all philosophy. 
We won’t thrive that way. We have the 
ability to market to the communities in a 
unique way.”

Let’s take a look at what he means. 
There may be a store that is heavy in 
organic penetration with more space 
dedicated to that consumer versus a store 
that has more of a traditional balanced 
off ering in blue-collar areas. ACME 
makes it a point to know its communities 
and customers and what they’re looking 
for during their shopping experience.

Currently, ACME is aggressively 
remodeling its departments with a new 
layout that customers are responding to 
very positively, off ering more of an open 
European-feel with updated décor and 

tables. This allows ACME to spotlight 
more variety and enhance its fresh 
off erings. This is key to the perimeter 
within the retailer’s stores.

“In addition, we have a strong Own 
Brands presence in produce with our O 
Organic label and Signature Farms. These 
product off erings continue to grow and 
gain loyalty with our customers,” Jay 
notes. “Also, key off erings that separate 
us in the market is our fresh-cut fruits 
and vegetables. I touched on convenience 
earlier, and this ties into it. We dedicate 
an average of over twelve feet to this 
category—from cut Brussels sprout 
halves to cut pineapple bowls.”

Jay takes a moment to stir over a few 
more thoughts. He lifts the silence and 
tells me that what truly sets ACME apart 
is its people. It is rare in the grocery 
industry to have an average employee 
tenure of 28 years of service.

“This speaks volumes about ACME and 
our culture as a traditional supermarket,” 
Jay says. “Acme is one hundred and 
twenty-eight years old and was founded 
by two friends—Samuel Robinson and 
Robert Crawford. ACME grew from 
a small neighborhood grocer in South 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to become 
an institution in the market. We could 
not have done that without a solid 
foundation of support and the employees’ 
belief in our vision and mission.”

ACME currently has 168 stores in 
six states and approximately 18,000 
associates.  

While there is much about ACME 
navigating the competitive retail space, 
the market, politics, and food safety 
that keep Jay up at night, I love how Jay 
chooses to wake up in the morning.

“I like that I have the ability to put a plan 
together on a blank canvas, measure its 
eff ectiveness, and use it to enhance the 
consumer experience. It’s so rewarding 
to develop a business strategy and watch 
it come to life. Visibly seeing how it can 
shape our business model while off ering 
our customers new and innovative trends 
is something that gets me up each day,” 
Jay reveals.

That blank canvas Jay speaks of holds 
within it incredible opportunities, but 
also that potential for a reckoning. What 
a way to start the day. Instead of leaning 
into fear, though, Jay leans into the 
challenge—game face and all.

(LEFT) Jay Schneider likes the 
challenge of the change and pace 
of the industry (Right) Assorted 
packaged veggies 
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Preheat oven to 425° F with cast iron skillet inside. Allow oven and skillet to 
get hot. 

While the oven is heating, prepare the salmon by coating it with olive oil and 
lemon juice. Sprinkle salt and pepper for additional taste. Set aside. 

Combine all Avocado Cilantro dressing ingredients in a blender and blend 
until smooth. Cool the dressing in the fridge until needed. 

Once the oven has preheated, place the coated salmon in the heated skillet 
and bake for 16-17 minutes.

Meanwhile, prepare the citrus slaw by mixing ingredients in a large bowl. For 
extra citrus taste, add additional chopped navel orange. 

Once the internal temperature of the salmon has reached 145° F, remove 
from oven. The salmon should fl ake easily when cut with a fork.

Heat up corn tortillas. Add salmon and citrus slaw to tortillas. Drizzle with 
Avocado Cilantro dressing, and enjoy! 

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes visit www.beesweetcitrus.com

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

SALMON TACOS WITH CITRUS SLAW & AVOCADO CILANTRO DRESSING

SALMON:
½ Bee Sweet Citrus lemon, juiced
1 tsp olive oil
Salt and pepper, to taste

AVOCADO CILANTRO DRESSING:
½ Bee Sweet Citrus lemon, squeezed
¼ tsp salt
¼ tsp pepper
½ tbsp minced garlic
⅓ cup plain Greek yogurt
1 avocado
2 tsp olive oil

CITRUS SLAW:
1 Bee Sweet Citrus navel orange, juiced
¾ cups cilantro, chopped
2 tsp plain Greek yogurt
2½ cups bagged slaw
3 green onions, thinly sliced

ADDITIONAL:
4-5 corn tortillas

Prep Time: 25 min
Cook Time: 17 min
Servings: 2-3 

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Bee Sweet Citrus Navel 
Oranges and Lemons
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F O L L O W I N G  T H E  F L A V O R :  A

By Melissa De Leon

DEAN TAYLOR
Director

Mastronardi Produce® 
(SUNSET®)

M arking a decade since his start with greenhouse 
giant Mastronardi Produce®, Dean Taylor has 
done his fair share of innovating and exploring. 
Having created a space for greenhouse-grown 

products in foodservice before going on to aid in SUNSET® 
product development, this self-described foodie recently 
led the startup of Mastronardi’s new BerryWorld® America 
joint venture. Find out what common thread ties such a vast 
portfolio together, and how it all came to be as he rose through 
the ranks at SUNSET.
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MELISSA DE LEON: SO, I SUPPOSE 
WE SHOULD START AT 
THE BEGINNING. HOW 
DID YOU CARVE OUT 
A FOODSERVICE 
PROGRAM AT 
MASTRONARDI? 

DEAN TAYLOR: When I first started at 
Mastronardi, we had a young foodservice 
division that wasn’t getting the attention it 
needed. It lacked the “glamour” of the retail 
business, so there wasn’t much attention paid 
to it. I set up our foodservice division in a 
way that differentiated it from the rest of our 
business. We gave it its own name, Mastronardi 
Fresh; we built a team of people dedicated 
to foodservice, and we really catered to the 
foodservice buyers. We made a concerted 
effort to demonstrate that we weren’t just 
a retail-focused company, but that we were 
genuinely committed to foodservice.

1

MD: WHAT UNIQUE PERSPECTIVE 
WOULD YOU SAY THAT GIVES YOU? 
DT: When you’re involved in 
foodservice day-to-day, you begin 
to see trends. And a lot of the 
trends we see at restaurants make 
their way into retail markets. Ten 

years ago, for example, you wouldn’t see aioli 
in a bottle at the grocery store, but now it’s a 
perfectly normal item for consumers to buy. 
This vantage point led to the success of our 
SHAZAM!™ shishito peppers, a breakthrough 
item in the fresh pepper category. When we 
launched them last year, shishitos were a 
popular item in restaurants, but we were the 
first to bring them into people’s homes. 

So, being in the foodservice sector serves a 
couple of purposes: It helps us keep ahead of 
foodie trends and supports product innovation. 
It also diversifies our customer base and allows 
us to connect with consumers where they eat—
at home, in restaurants, and on-the-go.

2

MD: WHY SEPARATE THE BUSINESS 
FROM THE ALREADY WELL-
ESTABLISHED SUNSET BRAND? 
DT: Generally, people are either 
foodservice suppliers or retail 
suppliers; there are few that do 
both well. So, we intentionally 

created a small, focused operation to assure 
customers they had a dedicated foodservice 
supply and support team. When we did so, our 
CEO, Paul Mastronardi, made a commitment to 
me to stand behind and support the growth of 
this branch of the business, and the result was 
that we really shined.

About five years in, we started reintegrating 
the foodservice division back into the known 
SUNSET brand, rather than only attending 
restaurant-specific events. Today, there is 
no separation—in perception or otherwise—
and we have accomplished our goal: to be 
the single largest greenhouse supplier with 
a dedicated foodservice distribution team. 
To this day, everyone on my team remains 
solely focused on foodservice, and they truly 
understand the operators. We have always 
delivered a high level of service to the biggest 
foodservice distributors in America, and now 
we not only sell to these broadline foodservice 
distributors, but more and more restaurant 
chains are coming to us directly saying they 
want to talk greenhouse.

Ten years ago, greenhouse was largely a 
specialty. Today, it’s become much more 
mainstream in foodservice—just like its 
progression in retail.

3

MD: THAT’S INTERESTING TO HEAR, 
ISN’T IT MORE USUAL FOR TRENDS 
TO START IN FOODSERVICE BEFORE 
MAKING THEIR WAY INTO RETAIL? 
DT: Yes! But greenhouse products 
are the exception. They took 

off in retail before foodservice caught on 
to the benefits greenhouse offers: flavorful, 
year-round availability and high-quality food 
safety standards. It’s easy to understand the 
benefit of greenhouse produce when they are 
presented alongside other impressive SUNSET 
offerings in store, in award-winning packaging 
that clearly articulates their difference. It’s 
harder to articulate the value of a greenhouse-
grown product when it’s sliced and buried in a 
burger. But ultimately, it comes down to flavor 
and consistency. When operators got tired of 
having to hang “Sorry, no tomatoes” signs in 
their windows due to supply issues they had 
with some field-grown supplies, they came 
looking for us—and they haven’t looked back. 

4

“...EACH YEAR, WE CHALLENGE 
OURSELVES TO TASTE THOU-

SANDS OF NEW TOMATO VARI-
ETIES FROM HOLLAND, ITALY, 

FRANCE, ASIA,  
AND BEYOND...” 
— Dean Taylor, Director,

 Mastronardi Produce® (SUNSET®)
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MD: ON THAT NOTE, YOU’RE 
NOW INVOLVED IN ALL PRODUCT 
DEVELOPMENT, NOT JUST 
FOODSERVICE. TELL ME ABOUT HOW 
THIS ROLE LED YOU TO GET INVOLVED 
THERE.

DT: Seeing all these new trends, I began 
working more closely with Paul on product 
development, and it really started changing 
what I do professionally. I began traveling with 
him to Europe on our seed expeditions looking 
for new varieties and tasting new fl avors. Each 
year, we challenge ourselves to taste thousands 
of new tomato varieties from Holland, Italy, 
France, Asia, and beyond. And after these 
fl avor trips, we bring 400 or 500 seed varieties 
back to SUNSET greenhouses in hopes of 
growing the next great tomato. So, my role has 
expanded largely in that area—especially over 
the past two years—to where I’m managing the 
SUNSET varietal program throughout North 
America, alongside Paul.

MD: SO, FROM HEADING THE 
FOODSERVICE DIVISION TO PRODUCT 
AND VARIETAL DEVELOPMENT TO 
INTERIM PRESIDENT OF BERRY 
WORLD...WHAT IS THE CONNECTION?
DT: FLAVOR! It’s all centered 

around fl avor, which is the culture at SUNSET 
and the driving force behind the incredible 
work, eff ort, expense, and resources Paul 
Mastronardi puts into our search for fl avor. 
My involvement in foodservice was about 
going out and fi nding the trends, fi nding out 
what consumers are searching for—what they 
want and enjoy when they are dining out—and 
bringing that into households. Then, when I 
moved into varietal development, that goes 
without saying: We seek out new fl avors, 
colors, textures, and literally create new 
segments in the tomato, pepper, cucumber, 
and now berry markets. 

Everything is about fl avor. I travel all over 
the world over one hundred days a year in 
search of fl avor to help SUNSET transform the 
American off ering.

MD: ARE THERE SOME 
DIFFERENTIATORS BETWEEN 
PRODUCTS FOR RETAIL VERSUS 
FOODSERVICE THAT YOU’VE 
NOTICED?
DT: With foodservice, it’s about 

consistent size, color, and shape. In order to 
successfully run their businesses, chefs and 
operators need to present the same dish time 
and again at the same cost; whereas the home 
chef goes shopping with their eyes fi rst. They 
may be open to trying exciting new varieties, 
and they’re empowered to experiment because 
they know they can count on a high-quality, 
fl avorful product from SUNSET.

5

6

8

I should have known that Dean’s journey, like 
all things SUNSET, would come down to this 
component. Often, the complex boils down 
to a simple seed of truth, and for Dean and 
those he works with, it’s fl avor. Seeking it out, 
imagine where he and his team might go.

7
MD: WHAT’S NEW FROM SUNSET?
DT: At United Fresh, we launched 
a new approach to berries. By 
marrying the beautiful branding 
we have under SUNSET and 
applying our reputation for fl avor 
to the berry segment, we’re 

going to revolutionize expectations for how a 
berry should taste. Imagine consumers buying 
multiple strawberry varieties in a single grocery 
trip. When they do, it will be because we have 
given them the opportunity and a reason to, 
driven by the unique fl avor notes each berry 
delivers. SUNSET revolutionized the tomato 
category by delivering a new level of quality 
and innovation, and we’re going to do it again 
with berries.
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Preheat oven to 350° F. Combine oats, chopped pecans, almond meal, 
coconut f lakes, salt, and cinnamon in a bowl. Stir in the olive oil and maple 
syrup until well combined. 

Arrange the grapes in a baking dish (suggested: 8x8). Juice the lemon over the 
top of the grapes. Top with the crumble mixture. 

Bake for 25-30 minutes or until the crumble starts to brown.

Tip: This grape crumble is great for a summer dessert with your favorite ice 
cream or for breakfast with Greek yogurt. 

To learn more about Fruit World products, visit www.fruitworldco.com

1

2

3

ORGANIC THOMCORD GRAPE COBBLER

1 lb Fruit World Organic 
     Thomcord Grapes
1 lemon
1 cup rolled oats 
¾ cup pecan halves, chopped
½ cup almond meal or almond f lour
½ cup unsweetened coconut f lakes
¼ tsp salt
1 tsp cinnamon
⅓ cup extra virgin olive oil
⅓ cup pure maple syrup

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 30 min
Servings: 6-8 

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Fruit World Organic
Thomcord Grapes
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W hen kicking around who we wanted to invite to play 
the “what IF?” game with us, the powerhouse leader of 
the Produce Marketing Association was one of the fi rst 
on my list. You never know what the association’s CEO, 

Cathy Burns, is going to say, but you can be sure it will always be worth 
listening to. Grab your favorite iced beverage, because you can rest 

assured she’ll have hers, and enjoy with me the boundaries of Cathy’s heart 
and mind in our latest IF List.

» The IF List «
Cathy Burns

If you had to choose now, what would 
your last meal consist of?
An unsweetened ice tea, a fresh garden salad, 
and a traditional lobster bake—consisting 
of lobster, clams, potatoes and corn-on-
the-cob—on the coast of Maine, enjoying a 
beautiful sunset. Something chocolate for 
dessert—defi nitely chocolate.

If you could imagine yourself in a 
diff erent industry, what would it be?
I’ve served on the Board of the Children’s 
Miracle Network Hospitals for many years 
and have always found its work with children 
inspiring, so probably something involving 
kids and healthcare.

If you could have dinner with anyone, 
dead or alive, who would it be?
Maya Angelou. I briefl y met her once many 
years ago, and that chance meeting has 
remained with me all these years. The 
person was even more powerful than her 
poems and sonnets. She had a strong grace, 
captivating presence, and an inspiring depth 
of knowledge.

If you were stranded on a desert island, 
what three items would you bring?
A mix of unsweetened iced tea and a few 
Diet Sunkists, a fuzzy blanket, and a 
satellite phone to call someone to 
get me off  the island.

If you could make everyone 
watch a movie of your choosing, 
which movie would you want 
them to see?
Mamma Mia, the soundtrack of 
which is often heard on the Alexa in 
our kitchen while my husband, Ty, our 
girls, and I prepare dinner. If it was 
a double-header, I would follow 
it up with Remember the Titans
or It’s a Wonderful Life. Great life 
lessons in both of these movies.

If you could enhance one aspect of your 
intelligence, what part would you want 
to improve?
I have met one person with a true 
photographic memory—it was awe-inspiring. 
It would be great to have an endless fi le in 
my head that I could open and draw upon 
with precision.

If you could join a musician, dead or 
alive, on stage to sing along or play an 
instrument with, who would you choose 
and why?
As previously mentioned, I am a huge fan of 
ABBA, so getting onstage with the Swedish 
pop stars at the height of their success would 
be a thrill. I love their spirit and positive 
energy, plus their songs just make me smile.

If you could reexperience an awesome 
day in your life, what day would you 
choose and why?
My wedding day. I married my soulmate, our 
whole family was involved in the ceremony, 
and we danced the night away. A magical 
day fi lled with love, laughter, and happy tears.

If you had $10 million that you had to 
donate to someone else, who would 
you choose and why?

This one is very personal, but I would 
donate that $10 million to the Fight Like 

Britt Foundation*, which seeks to raise 
awareness about ovarian cancer and 
its symptoms among college students. 
I’d love to see it on every university 
campus globally.

If you had a superpower, what 
would you want it to be?
The ability to heal. I know the idea of 

healing everyone would never work, 
but I have wished a million times 
that I would have had the power 
to heal our daughter, Brittany.

CEO, PRODUCE MARKETING ASSOCIATION

With Melissa De Leon

*Readers that would like to donate to the Fight Like Britt Foundation can do so at Gofundme.com/fi ght-like-britt
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Did someone mention ready-
to-eat, healthy, fresh, and 
fl avorful in the same sentence? 

Taylor Farms did, so sign me up. The 
company has launched new additions 
to its chopped salad kits line, and 
again made the company essential for 
the grocery store aisle and a regular 
staple in my shopping basket. The 
four new recipes are Roasted Garlic, 
Tangerine Crunch, Steakhouse Wedge, 
and Salsa Ranch—all created from 
a deep and passionate investment 
into consumer research on eating 
behaviors and diff erent desires for 
specifi c fl avors and variety.

With summer upon us, all four off er 
great ways to build a meal, showcase 
a protein, or enjoy as is. More 
companies are playing with citrus 
fl avors to brighten the plate, and I 
love what Taylor Farms has done with 
the Tangerine Crunch. The freshly 
chopped romaine, savoy cabbage, 
shredded broccoli, green onion, celery, 
and parsley diversify the veggie 
spread and create the perfect layers 
of fl avor to elevate the toasted quinoa, 
dried cranberries, and sliced almonds 
paired with a simple, sweet, and tart 
tangerine vinaigrette.

I can see the possibilities for cross-
merchandising the Tangerine Crunch 
with brunch items near the packaged 
salads real estate, like mimosa 
ingredients. Sampling would be a 
great way to extend a hand to the 
shopper and tease consumer taste 
buds. There truly is a chopped salad 
off ering from Taylor Farms for every 
occasion—a notion that drives traffi  c 
and the ring at the register.

A Closer Look at Taylor 
Farms New Chopped 
Salad Kit Off erings
By Jordan Okumura
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By Kayla Webb

SUNFED

Craig Slate, CEO and President, and Gretchen Kreidler 
Austin, Director of Marketing and Business Development, 
are leading SunFed toward bigger and better operations in 
the Lone Star State...

40
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here’s too much to 
list that’s bigger in 
Texas, and SunFed’s 
operations expansion 
is one. In fact, if I 
challenged you to take 
a bite out of a SunFed 
Perfect Pepper® every 

time you read the word “big” in this 
story alone, a couple of bags might 
disappear by the time you hit that red 
end-stop. On one particular day in 
June, however, Craig Slate, President 
and CEO, and Gretchen Kreidler Austin, 
Director of Marketing and Business 
Development, weren’t joking around 
about SunFed’s downright massive 
Texas plans, and I can understand 
why. For the last 25 years, SunFed has 
tirelessly worked to build a company 
worthy of bearing the Perfect Produce® 
tagline. In the last five years alone, the 
company has expanded its domain 
beyond Arizona and its Rio Rico 
headquarters and well into Texas, 
proving that, yes, SunFed is all hat and 
cattle.

“SunFed’s evolution over the last five 
years has been a layering effect onto 

the foundation set by Danny Mandel 
in the beginning. Danny has set a 
philosophy here to strive toward 
Perfect Produce. Danny coined this 
tagline and philosophy that drives 
SunFed today,” Craig explained to me. 

“When we mention Perfect Produce, 
we’re alluding to the supply chain 
processes, how we go to market, and 
how we conduct ourselves with our 
ranches and customers.”

While you may think that a company 
willing to slap “Perfect Produce” onto 
its product is too big for its britches, 
SunFed is only being honest about 
its passion for providing high-quality, 
consistent produce to its customers.

“This philosophy has helped us evolve 
our marketing campaign, expand our 
customer reach, develop processes 
that deliver consistent results, expand 
our breadth of products and services, 
and broaden our reach with expansions 
like that of Texas,” added Gretchen.  

Since setting up shop in the Lone 
Star State, 20 percent of SunFed’s 
business now flows through Texas; 
and categories like Roma tomatoes, 

cucumber, squash, and eggplant have 
hit year-round availability—which is still 
one of SunFed’s biggest investments.

“Texas is an advantageous entry port 
for produce into the United States. 
We chose to expand into Texas to 
ensure we are delivering on the 
SunFed promise: to deliver Perfect 
Produce,” Craig noted. “Two-thirds of 
the country’s population is in closer 
proximity to south Texas versus 
southern Arizona. Utilizing Central 
Mexico’s growing areas assures a 
year-round program and makes sure, 
logistically, that our 40-plus ranches 
have the best direct shipping routes 
into the U.S.”

This expansion has also helped the 
company launch a green bell pepper 
program—hitting its one-year mark in 
2019—and bolster categories like hot 
peppers, onions, and avocados, and 
even operations like transportation and 
consumer packaging.

“We continue to evolve into a supply 
chain system focused on getting just-
cut, fresh produce to our customers, 
every day, all year, without issues, and 

Matt Mandel, VP of Operations, is one of the driving forces behind 
SunFed’s growth

T
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back together someday, but the timing 
and opportunity were never right—until 
now!” Gretchen recalled. “About a year 
ago, I joined SunFed as the Director of 
Marketing and Business Development. 
It is a great company and a great team, 
and I am happy to be reporting to 
Craig once again.”

But Gretchen wasn’t always flying 
our industry’s colors. While today if 
she crows, the sun is up, especially 
amongst our industry’s marketers, 
Gretchen’s initial career path was 
pointed nowhere near produce. In fact, 
she studied Earth Science at Texas 
A&M with an emphasis in Geology. As a 
back-up plan, she earned two teaching 
certificates in Secondary Education for 
Earth Science and Life Science.  

We continue to evolve into a supply chain 
system focused on getting just-cut, fresh 
produce to our customers, every day, all 

year, without issues...
- Craig Slate,
PRESIDENT AND CEO, SUNFED

“
”

under fun and engaging brands, so our 
customers can deliver an exceptional 
experience to the end user,” Craig said. 

“We’ve seen tremendous growth in our 
categories now that we offer year-
round.”

Gretchen chimed in, “We are especially 
excited about the hot pepper category. 
We are working toward building a 
full hot pepper category that runs all 
year. It’s a natural fit for our existing 
portfolio.”

On the topic of natural fits, our 
conversation then turned to how Craig 
and Gretchen landed at SunFed.

“I met Craig while working at Rio 
Queen. He was the Director of Retail 
Sales for the Central U.S. and decided 
I needed to come work for him at 
IFCO, which I eventually did, before 
becoming the Director myself. I’ve 
always told anyone who would listen 
that Craig was the best manager 
I’ve ever had. When he left IFCO, we 
always joked about getting the band 

“I decided very quickly teaching wasn’t 
for me. So, I moved to Mexico, lived 
with a family I’d never met, and went 
to Spanish school. The day I came 
home, my dad told me he had a job 
interview set up for me at TexaSweet 
Citrus Marketing with Mary McKeever. 
I was offered the job on the spot, 
and so began my career in produce!” 
Gretchen continued. “It was an 
amazing education for a bright-eyed 
twenty-four-year-old. I was traveling 
extensively and meeting with VPs and 
Directors of produce departments 
from retail chains all over the U.S. I’ve 
had the chance to work with amazing 
companies and people in our industry, 
and I’m really grateful.”

Craig, on the other hand, has had 
his hand in different aspects of the 

SunFed is especially excited for its growth in the hot pepper category, 
which the company is expanding to year-round capabilities

After expanding beyond its Arizona headquarters, SunFed’s categories like Roma 
tomatoes, cucumber, squash, and eggplant have hit year-round availability
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- Gretchen Kreidler Aust in,
DIRECTOR OF MARKETING & BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT, SUNFED

industry since graduating college, a 
true “there and back again” kind of guy.

“Fred Heptinsal is to blame for bringing 
me to produce,” Craig joked. “After 
college, I was working on the CPG 
side of the store when Fred reached 
out to gauge my interest in moving 
to Chiquita. In ’92, I joined Chiquita 
and started my produce journey. That 
journey has consisted of fourteen years 
at Chiquita, nine at IFCO, and now four-
and-a-half with SunFed.”

When I asked Craig what encouraged 
him to make the jump back into the 
fresh side of the industry, he replied, 

“SunFed believed in thinking diff erently, 
being cutting-edge, and pushing the 
limits. I knew SunFed was the right 
call.”

And suddenly, we’ve come full circle 
in our conversation, right back to 
square one with how unique SunFed’s 
philosophy is. This philosophy has 
pushed SunFed and its team to think 
diff erently, be cutting edge, and push 
the limits, just as Craig said, and has 
culminated in more ways than one—a 
grocery list of accomplishments, in 
fact. In July alone, SunFed is hitting 
milestones for its hot pepper program 
and green bell pepper off ering, with 

colored bell peppers also returning 
for the summer; and thanks to a new 
melon machine, SunFed is piloting 
a boutique proprietary super-sweet 
melon program with select retail 
customers. In addition, SunFed is 
touting an expanded organic program 
with more squash and cucumber 
volume all year long.

“Organics is a category we expect to 
see growing more for us, specifi cally 
with dry veg items like squash, 
cucumbers, and bell peppers,” 
Gretchen revealed. “In honor of all this 
growth, we also wanted to create some 
fun and excitement at the point of 
purchase while getting to the end user, 
so everyone be on the look-out for new 
consumer packs and displays!”

Beyond the summer, SunFed is, of 
course, ready and rarin’ to go, both 
Gretchen and Craig confi rmed. And, at 
this point, do we expect anything less 
from the company and its team?

“We’re working on a new facility in 
Texas. We already have ten acres, so 
now we’re in the process of fi nalizing 
the time and plans for construction. 
We’re also developing a larger truck 
fl eet. And, as always, we’re evolving 
our business to best service the ranch 
and our customers in order to keep 
delivering exceptional produce,” Craig 
concluded.

How’s your Perfect Pepper bag 
looking? Mine is darn near empty! 
As SunFed continues to expand—in 
Arizona, Texas, and beyond—the rest 
of us will have to come up with a 
new system for measuring SunFed’s 
success because this is one grower 
defi nitely hurtling toward bigger and 
better things.

We are especially excited about the hot pepper 
category. We are working toward building a 

full hot pepper category that runs all year. It’s a 
natural fi t for our existing portfolio.

“
”

SunFed is currently working on a new facility in Texas and is in the process of fi nalizing its 
plans for design and construction
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A  wise produce veteran 
once told me that a new 
product should try to solve a 

problem—wait, is that in this issue?

Perhaps that’s why these words rang 
out to me when speaking to the 
Chelan Fresh team about the newest 
organic and conventional pouch bag 
design for its cherry off erings. 
Because unless consumers 
are beelining to the display, 
which of course we all hope 
for but know is not always 
the case, a bag of cherries 
could be mistaken for a bag 
of red grapes.

And if you have die-hard cherry 
fans that aren’t going to deviate 
from their shopping lists for red 
grapes, you could be missing 
out on a considerable amount of 
impulse buys.

Enter Chelan’s latest launch: a cherry 
pouch bag with a window shaped 
unmistakably like cherries. Rolled 
out softly at the end of the 2018 
season, the bags now transport a full 
lineup of cherry varieties, including 
Dark Sweet, Rainier, and Organic 
Cherries. The pouch bags come in 
2.25 lbs for Red Sweet cherries and 
Organic Red Sweet cherries as well 
as 1.25 lbs for Rainier cherries and 
Organic Rainier cherries, covering 
whatever your order might need to 
prepare shoppers for a fruit-fi lled 
summer.

While most pouch bags are clear 
with the intention of letting the 
product speak for itself, this new 
design ups the ante by using its 
graphics to draw the eye even 

A Closer Look at Chelan 
Fresh New Cherry Pouch 
Bag
By Melissa De Leon

more quickly to the fruit, from the 
contrast-colored background of the 
bags to the cherry-shaped window 
that is easily recognizable from a 
distance.

Needless to say, these new pouch 
bags off er Chelan Fresh’s retail 
partners a whole new window of 
opportunity.
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Libations
FOR ALL OCCASIONS:

BLUEBERRY
TENNESSEE MULE

By Kayla Webb
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Libations
FOR ALL OCCASIONS:

BLUEBERRY
TENNESSEE MULE

By Kayla Webb

TRUE TO TASTE



    
INGREDIENTS

1 cup fresh blueberries 
(plus extra for garnish)
1/4 cup water
1 tbsp sugar
1 cup ginger beer
1 shot whiskey
Juice from 1 lime
Star-shaped ice cubes 
(optional)

Servings:  1

DIRECTIONS

BLUEBERRY SYRUP

Bring the blueberries, water, and sugar to a boil. 

Boil for 5 minutes, then let simmer for another 10 
minutes until it thickens.

Finally, strain over a glass bowl and let it cool.

BLUEBERRY TENNESSEE MULE

Pour the ginger beer, whiskey, and lime juice in a 
copper cup and stir. 

Add in star-shaped ice and then pour some 
blueberry syrup (as much as desired) on the top. 

Give it another stir and garnish with lots of 
blueberries.

1 
2

3

4

5

6

Oh, say how much can you 
drink by the dawn’s early 
light? If you’re sipping on a 
Blueberry Tennessee Mule 

this Independence Day, I think you 
might be savoring the classic cocktail 
as long as that star-spangled banner 
waves over the land of the free.

While fi reworks are the typical 
showstopper come July 4th, pitchers 
of Blueberry Tennessee Mules might be 
the real main attraction at any picnic, 
barbecue, or poolside romp—patriotic 
or not. But because it’s July, this festive 
take on the traditional drink adds a 
splash of “Happy Birthday, America!” 
blue to any party menu and ensures 
one of summer’s best berries is shining 
bright at all seasonal celebrations.

The blueberry mule is a drink that 
causes a commotion and ignites 

hoopla like that fi rst sparkler at dusk. 
And it’s not just because of that 
extra kick from the whiskey. The 
mixture of blueberries and lime is as 
refreshing as it is sweet and will have 
anyone singing, “It’s a party in the 
USA!” in the after hours of backyard 
clambakes and good ol’ fashioned 
cookouts.

You can even take this drink from one 
to fun by adding in cool garnishes, 
like red, white, and blue edible glitter; 
your-favorite-state-shaped ice cubes; 
or tiny American fl ags.

To our friends up north and down 
south (Hi, Canada and Mexico!), the 
blueberry mule is just as much for 
you whether you love America with 
the same gusto as us Yankees or not, 
so raise your glass to the unoffi  cial 
drink of summer…and to freedom!
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Part 2:

Major League Ag Association (MLAA)

In Part 1, I volunteered my hometown of Salinas, 
California, as an example for an offi  ce that represents 
all the companies who agree to be a part of our own 
MLAA, where we recruit youths from high school and 
community colleges. Remember when we took BACK 

“farm system” from baseball?

The development, guidance, and mentoring of the tracks 
would be supported by the MLAA—an organization may 
even earn an accreditation.

Some of these Single A, Double A, and Triple A players/
apprentices would move into permanent roles with the 
companies, and others would choose career tracks that 
would take them to further education and/or training. 
Where an investment is involved in the education or 
training of the respective apprentices, there would be 
an off er seeking a commitment of work—for competitive 
pay—for an agreed-upon time period. Just like the Army!

For example, an apprentice reaches a particular point in 
their career track and now they’re ready and suited to 
move on to an education for their next level of growth. 
The company off ers a contract of two years part-time 
school and work combined for general education, and 
then, provided that the apprentice achieves certain 
levels of performance at both, the company funds two 
more years at a university. The apprentice agrees to 
work summers at the company—for reasonable pay—and 
then for four years minimum after the schooling (don’t 
get caught up in the fi gures here, it’s really about the 
concept at this stage).

housands of young people join the military 
every year, and most not because they really 
want to live in extreme conditions for months 
at a time. The military attracts youths with 
opportunities to:

1. Serve their country

2. See the world

3. Get trained

4. Receive college money

Perhaps we can learn from the U.S. military.

In the June issue of The Snack, I questioned if the weight 
we put on a college degree is accurate. Now, I want 
to share some ideas about following models similar to 
sports and the armed forces.

The Big Idea…

I like the power of saying what if. As in, what if produce 
companies had a pre-set career track and training 
program for people who want in to the business but 
lack experience? This is, in essence, a new spin on an old 
practice (apprenticeships).

I envision the fi rst period(s) of the track would be 
the same for all, much like GE (general education) 
for college students. Prospects start out in growing 
and/or production to learn the business, then various 
stages move them on to other departments and roles. 
Ultimately, each would split off  to a department and a 
specifi c developmental career path.

By Snack Editorial Contributor Rex Lawrence
Founder & President, Joe Produce Search

Rite
Passage
The

...to a Degree

of
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What about the “college experience?”

I keep hearing this when I discuss these issues. An 
industry vet and former CEO of a large produce 
company, who has his own MBA, recently said, “Rex, 
what about the college experience? This was a great 
opportunity for my kids to grow up before they went 
into ‘the real world’ on their own.” That could be true, but 
what is that time and money worth?

Aren’t there other ways to grow up? Perhaps it would 
be better for kids to join an apprenticeship for a couple 
years, get paid, fi gure out what they want and where 
they’re going, and then possibly go to college later. And 
when they do go, they could have a clear idea as to the 
ROI, including how it relates to a real vocation.

In my last piece, I answered, “how it might work?”, while 
promising to bring it back to what this could do for kids, 
parents, companies, and agriculture. I don’t see this as 
bypassing or eliminating college, or the experiences and 
lessons gained in college. If anything, I see it as bettering 
the existing system.

What if parents and graduates didn’t have to worry about 
a debt they couldn’t pay with the degree they hold? 
What if you knew your ROI on your incoming hires well 
before you hire them? It might make you swing for the 
fences, and it might be a home run.

What if the apprentice wants to change jobs?

Another company can buy the contract (at the 
apprenticeship’s discretion) for the amount owed, plus 
interest and/or another fee. Changing jobs has to be 
possible, but it can’t be too easy or cheap for other 
companies to recruit or “poach” the people in which you 
have been investing.

So what does this solve?

Perhaps a lot, but I’m a bit biased toward my ideas. I 
play tennis with an ex-professional baseball player who 
made the great point that, “scholarships attract the 
best athletes to a program, versus just the best whose 
families can aff ord it.” In this instance, we can attract 
and vet the best young talent earlier, get them training 
and contributing sooner, and then grow their skills in our 

“game,” a.k.a industry. The way I see it, we could:

1. Scout and recruit talent younger

2. Develop real and useful experience sooner

3. Invest in talent and know the return on 
investment (ROI)

4. Alleviate college debt in two ways: bypassing 
college for some and sponsoring it for others

Baby boomers—there is a TON of experience and talent 
that is walking out of our doors every day. What I hear 
from many of these folks is that they want to give back 
and would love to have roles where they train and 
mentor the next generations. Tap into that! Here are the 
people to lead these programs. Perhaps they have less 
stress, pressure, and compensation, and can contribute 
so our companies fl ourish into the future after them. 
Make baby boomers part of the solution—let’s tap into 
their experience and value!

College and tuition may be part of the “carrot” for a 
rookie. In that respect, the MLAA could negotiate with 
colleges for classes and degrees, training for particular 
career tracks. Beyond that, I envision companies with 
training programs, career tracks, mentoring, and growth.

Joe Produce Search (JPS) is the 
Executive Search division of Joe 
Produce®. Joe Produce Search 
is comprised of experienced 
search consultants and produce 
professionals. Our placements 
range from middle management 
to C-level positions, throughout 
North America, covering a 
wide range of produce and 
produce-related businesses.

Founder & President 
Joe Produce Search℠

Rex Lawrence 
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DELFRESCOPURE® 

He exudes an energy that 
commands attention, and when he’s 
discussing the latest innovations 
the greenhouse grower is putting 
forward, the passion in his voice is 
difficult to turn away from.

It may not be easy to imagine Carl 
in a place of non-leadership, but 
at a very young age, he was in the 
position that many in our industry 
rise from. He worked on the family 

farm, performing multiple farmhand 
tasks. You can imagine the scope: 
His duties ranged from planting 
and harvesting to packing. With 
this education at his back, he also 
developed a love of produce from 
his father and his uncles, who guided 
him to the role he holds today: 
a hands-on owner-operator. His 
mother, too, developed this love, 
instilling in him a passion for feeding 
families.

“She had a no-waste mentality and 
a respect for produce,” Carl shares 
with me. “The no-waste mentality 
led me to seek innovative solutions 
to grow sustainable produce, 
whether I was selling it or donating 
it. We formed a small fruit stand 
at the family farm and named it, 
‘Carl’s.’ My mother and I operated 
the stand for local customers who 
enjoyed the culinary tips we had on 
how to prepare tomatoes, peppers, 

cucumbers, and other seasonal 
produce.”

Building upon the humble 
beginnings and success of this stand, 
Carl went on to purchase multiple 
local farms in the Leamington and 
Kingsville, Ontario, area. He wanted 
to ensure that he could fully offer his 
local and retail customers a larger 
selection of produce to meet the 
demands of the consumer.

It’s easy to see where DelFrescoPure 
fits into all of this. A family affair of 
its own, the greenhouse operation 
was established in 2006 and 
continues to be a pioneer in new 
and innovative greenhouse-grown 
produce. Located in the heart of 
Ontario’s booming greenhouse 
industry, DelFrescoPure once stood 
at only one acre. Today, it has 
upwards of 100 acres of greenhouse 
production.

Cultivating 
Innovation

BY ANNE ALLEN

Carl Mastronardi, 
President and CEO of 
DelFrescoPure®, looks 
as though he sprung 
from the earth he 
loves so much.
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Carl may be the main grower, but he 
has taken on the role of his forebears 
in a way.

“It’s a family business, and I wanted 
my family to take part in my love 
of growing,” he explains. “Over 
the years, I’ve gained a wealth of 
knowledge from growing a variety 
of items, and I can’t imagine 
sharing that with anyone else. The 
combination of our grower team 
provides a combined experience 
of over sixty years. We all have the 
same approach: hands-on and active 
every day.”

Managing over 100 acres is not a 
simple task, but Carl has just the 
right people for the job. The grower 
team consists of Carl; his son, Chris 
Mastronardi; and his nephews, 
Partner and COO Jamie D’Alimonte 
and Grower Jason D’Alimonte. 
Carl’s other son and Partner, Ray 
Mastronardi, Vice President of Sales, 

heads up the robust sales team, 
which manages national accounts 
from Ontario to eastern Canada and 
down to the United States. And the 
office operations are spearheaded 
by Suzy and Tina D’Alimonte, Jason 
and Jamie’s wives, respectively.

“We’re truly a family-run business 
from seed to table,” Carl remarks, 
and the pride in his voice is evident. 

“And the dedicated team that 
surrounds us has a deep respect and 
gratitude from becoming a part of 
this working family. The dedication 
from the whole team comes from our 
‘We’re all in this together because 
we are all a family’ attitude, which 
allows us to run effectively and 
efficiently.”

This attitude lends itself to 
the careful management of 
DelFrescoPure’s vast range of 
commodities, which include 
tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers, 

eggplant, and flat 
bean. The products 
born of these labors 
include popular brands 
such as Dragon’s Fire™ Hot Pepper 
Mix, Fiesta Mix™ TOV Collection, 
Sweetreats® Sweet Mini Peppers, 
Mini Crunches Cucumbers®, Euro 
Bean The Gourmet Slicing Bean® Flat 
Beans, Mini Mixers® Snacking Grape 
Tomato blends, Delights Blushing 
with Flavor® Cocktail Tomatoes, 
G.R.EAT! Grab Rinse Eat® Grape 
Tomatoes, and Romatalia® Roma 
Tomatoes.  

The company’s latest commodity, 
however, is one that builds upon 
DelFrescoPure’s drive to deliver 
premium produce backed by market 
research and new tech: greenhouse-
grown strawberries.

“In July 2016, my partner, Jamie, and 
I tested one acre of strawberries in 
the greenhouse. Upon completion 

DELFRESCOPURE® YES!BERRIES

CARL’S FRUIT STAND, LOCATED AT THE 
FAMILY FARM IN LEAMINGTON, ONTARIO

THE TEAM OF DELFRESCOPURE®; FROM LEFT TO 
RIGHT: SUZY D’ALIMONTE, RAY MASTRONARDI, CARL 
MASTRONARDI, JAMIE D’ALIMONTE, AND TINA D’ALI-
MONTE
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of the trial and samples sent to local 
and national retailers, we knew we 
had a niche market,” he says. “In 
September 2017, we retrofi tted ten 
acres of a cucumber greenhouse 
to grow strawberries with HPS 
(High-Pressure Sodium) grow lights 
to produce strawberries all-year-
long. In 2018 and 2019, we were the 
only greenhouse grower to off er 
greenhouse-grown strawberries in 
the winter months.”

During 2018 greenhouse strawberry 
production, DelFrescoPure 
promoted these strawberries under 
the brand YES!BERRIES Your 
Everyday Snack!™ Strawberries. The 
communication plan was extensive. 
Local Registered Dietitians 
promoted the message of locally-
grown strawberries. Social media 
campaigns hit the web. Videos, TV 
segments, and feature ads with retail 
partners swept through Ontario.

And, to add fuel to the berry fl ame, 
these strawberries have offi  cially 
been Certifi ed Pesticide Free from 
SCS Global Services, making it 
one of the fi rst and only Certifi ed 

Pesticide Free strawberries in North 
America.

“Certifi ed Pesticide Free is reserved 
for products that have been grown 
with no pesticides whatsoever,” 
Carl states. “When we started our 
strawberry journey in 2016, we 
used the same protocols to combat 
pests, and our best practices lead 
us to the Certifi ed Pesticide Free 
designation. The buyers appreciate 
this certifi cation and there’s certainly 
going to be a marketplace for that.”

In addition, Certifi ed Pesticide Free 
products are subjected to auditing 
as well as laboratory testing. This 
certifi cation provides assurance 
from farm to table that pesticides 
are not used.

National and local retailers 
alike gave a resounding yes to 
the new program, resulting in 
DelFrescoPure’s six-acre addition to 
its strawberry production, bringing 
the total up to 17 acres.

“We are proud of our strawberry 
program and this is just the 

beginning of our berry adventure,” 
Carl beams.

This certifi cation truly solidifi es 
DelFrescoPure’s brand and vision. 
The proactive team behind the 
Certifi ed Pesticide Free strawberries 
is consistently and passionately 
analyzing market trends and 
demands in order to service its 
customers at the highest level. 
Because, at the end of the day, the 
family and the team are all about 
excellence. When you wake up 
each morning with a seed of hope 
and drive like that planted in every 
decision, there is no limit to the 
heights a strawberry program can 
grow.

Like Carl said, this is only the 
beginning. And, as you can imagine 
with a company like DelFrescoPure, 
it isn’t the only adventure the 
greenhouse grower is embarking 
on. With DelFrescoPure helping to 
lead a charge toward innovation, I 
can’t wait to see where our industry 
is headed next. After all, nothing 
ventured, nothing gained.

“THE DEDICATION FROM THE WHOLE 
TEAM COMES FROM OUR, ‘WE’RE ALL IN 
THIS TOGETHER BECAUSE WE ARE ALL A 
FAMILY’ ATTITUDE...”

CARL MASTRONARDI, PRESIDENT & CEO, DELFRESCOPURE®

DELFRESCOPURE® GREENHOUSE 
GROWN STRAWBERRIES
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Mash half of the avocado in a bowl. 

Add shredded chicken, mayonnaise, salt, pepper, green onions, and parsley. 

Divide the chicken mixture between 2 slices of bread. Top the chicken with 
red onion slices, slices of the remaining avocado half, tomato, and lettuce. 
Complete with remaining slices of bread. 

1

2

3

CHICKEN SALAD AVOCADO SANDWICH

1 ripe Mission avocado, halved
1 chicken breast, cooked and shredded
2 tbsp mayonnaise
½ tsp salt
¼ tsp pepper
4 pieces whole wheat bread
1 tbsp green onions (optional)
1 tbsp parsley (optional)
1 tomato
1 red onion, sliced
Lettuce

Prep Time: 20 min
Servings: 2 sandwiches

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Mission Produce 

Avocados

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes visit www.worldsfi nestavocados.com
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Sweet or tangy to the core, the world of the apple has expanded to address 
the consumer desire for a fresh and unique-tasting fruit that packs fl avor and 
quality from the fi rst bite to the last. Each year, more and more cutting-edge 

cultivars reveal their attributes in the category, sized up by the tried-and-true 
and the brand-new apples of the present. Here are some of the varieties that 

generate that apple excitement at retail and at the foodservice table...
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GALA
Mildly sweet with 
floral aroma

Crunchy

Small–medium

Pale golden yellow, 
with stripe-like to 
full red blush

Year-round

HONEYCRISP
Honey-sweet

Firm, fine grain;
very crisp

Medium–large

Reddish stripes; 
slight red blush 
over yellow 
background

Late Aug–mid July 
(Domestic)

AUTUMN GLORY®

Sweet with 
caramel and 
cinnamon notes

Crunchy with firm 
flesh

Medium

Yellow background 
with red blush

Nov-Jun

JAZZ™

Sweet, tart

Dense, crunchy

Varies

Bright red with 
subtle yellow 
under-striping

Oct–Jun (WA)
Jun–Sep 
(Southern 
Hemisphere)

AMBROSIA
Sweet, honey-like

Crisp, fine-grained 
flesh

Varies

Blushing red over 
a creamy yellow 
background

Sep–Apr 
(Domestic)
May–Aug (Import)

TEXTURE

TEXTURE

TEXTURE

TEXTURE

TEXTURE

SEASON

SEASON

SEASON

SEASON

SEASON

SIZE 

SIZE 

SIZE 

SIZE 

SIZE 

FLAVOR

FLAVOR

FLAVOR

FLAVOR

FLAVOR

COLOR

COLOR

COLOR

COLOR

COLOR

PINK LADY®

Zippy and tart

Crisp and firm

Small–medium

Reddish-pink 
blush with yellow 
background

Year-round 
(Domestic)

TEXTURE

SEASON

SIZE 

FLAVOR

COLOR

SWEETANGO™

Crisp, citrus notes, 
and a lively touch 
of spice; a sweet 
honey finish

Firm, fine; crisp

Medium–large

Reddish on yellow, 
to light-green 
background

Aug–Dec

TEXTURE

SEASON

SIZE 

FLAVOR

COLOR

RAVE®

Outrageously juicy 
with a refreshing 
snappy zing

Crisp with the 
same Honeycrisp 
fracture but more 
juice

Medium–large

Fuchsia to red 
with a yellow 
background

Aug–Nov

TEXTURE

SEASON

SIZE 

FLAVOR

COLOR
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KIKU®

Super sweet

Crisp and juicy

Varies

Ruby-red with 
distinct yellow 
stripes

Oct–Apr 
(Domestic)

Jun–Aug (Import)

GOLDEN DELICIOUS
Sweet and mellow

Silky with crisp, 
thin skin

Medium

Golden yellow to 
white

Year-round

FUJI
Sugary sweet

Firm, fine grain; 
very crisp

Medium–large

Reddish stripes, 
slight red blush 
over yellow 
background

Year-round

SUGARBEE®

Dynamically 
sweet, Fuji and 
Honeycrisp 
characteristics

Very crisp and 
crazy juicy

Medium–large

Mostly red blush

Oct–Jan

TEXTURE TEXTURE TEXTURE

TEXTURE

SEASON SEASON

SEASON

SEASON

SIZE 
SIZE SIZE 

SIZE 

FLAVOR FLAVOR FLAVOR

FLAVOR

COLOR
COLOR COLOR

COLOR

BRAEBURN
Rich, sweet-tart

Juicy, and crisp 
flesh

Medium

Varies from orange 
to red over a 
yellow background

Oct–Jun

TEXTURE

SEASON

SIZE 

FLAVOR

COLOR

KANZI®

Sweetly tart, 
intense flavor

Firm, fine grain; 
very crisp

Varies

Red with yellow 
hues

Nov–May 
(Domestic)
May–Aug (Import)

TEXTURE

SEASON

SIZE 

FLAVOR

COLOR

PIÑATA®

Crisp and juicy 
with classic apple 
flavors and a 
tropical twist

Firm with crisp, 
thin skin

Medium–large

Red with 
yellow-orange 
background

Oct–Jun 
(Domestic)
Jun–Aug (Import)

TEXTURE

SEASON

SIZE 

FLAVOR

COLOR

RED DELICIOUS
Subtly sweet

Crisp and juicy

Medium–large

Scarlet red

Year-round

TEXTURE

SEASON

SIZE 

FLAVOR

COLOR
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MCINTOSH
Cider-like 
sweetness with a 
slight tang

Crisp with a 
tender white flesh

Medium–large

Red with a green 
background

Sep–Jul

ARCTIC® GRANNY
Deliciously tart 

Crisp and juicy

Medium-large

Warm green

Dec–Jul

ENVY™ LEMONADE™

Refreshingly 
sweet

Extraordinary 
crunch

Medium–large

Stripy red over a 
yellow background

Oct–Mar

Bright, tangy-
sweet flavor 
with a hint of 
effervescence

Fine, crisp texture. 
Firm yet juicy 
crunch

Medium

Golden yellow 
with occasional 
orange blush

New Zealand: 
May–Aug

KORU®

Sweet yet 
complex, subtle 
vanilla flavor

Incredible crunchy 
texture

Larger size

Unique, orange/
red color with 
yellow undertones

Year-round 
between U.S. 
domestic season 
and New Zealand

COSMIC CRISP®

Juicy with ample 
sweetness and 
subtle tartness

Firm and crisp

Large

Rich red color that 
almost sparkles 
with starburst-like 
lenticels

First available in 
Dec 2019

ARCTIC® GOLDEN
Sweet and 
refreshing

Crisp and juicy

Medium

Sunset yellow

Nov–Jun

TEXTURE

TEXTURE

TEXTURE

TEXTURE

TEXTURE

TEXTURE
TEXTURE

SEASON

SEASON

SEASON

SEASON

SEASON

SEASON
SEASON

SIZE 

SIZE 

SIZE 

SIZE 

SIZE 

SIZE 
SIZE 

FLAVOR

FLAVOR FLAVOR

FLAVOR

FLAVOR

FLAVOR FLAVOR

COLOR

COLOR

COLOR

COLOR

COLOR

COLOR
COLOR

GRANNY SMITH
Strong tartness 
with citrus notes

Firm, medium 
grain; very crisp

Medium

Green, slight pink 
blush

Year-round

TEXTURE

SEASON

SIZE 

FLAVOR

COLOR

SOURCE | INFORMATION PROVIDED BY ANDNOWUKNOW AND THE SNACK APPLE SUPPLIER CONTRIBUTORS
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Add all ingredients to a blender. Blend on low until ingredients are broken 
down.

Turn blender speed up to medium for about 1 minute, then to high for an 
additional minute until mixture is velvety smooth.

Taste for seasoning and add more salt and pepper, if needed.

Chill until ready to serve, or serve immediately, garnishing with pine nuts, 
olive oil, and reserved fruit and vegetable slices (if using).

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes visit naturespartner.com

1

2

3
4

CLEAN-INGREDIENT LEMONADE™ APPLE GAZPACHO

2 Lemonade™ apples (exclusively marketed 
     by Giumarra), cored and sliced
2 Persian cucumbers
¼ cup loosely-packed fresh basil
2 tbsp extra-virgin olive oil, plus additional  
     to serve
2 tbsp apple cider vinegar
1 lemon, juiced
2 garlic cloves
1 large heirloom tomato, diced
¼ cup toasted pine nuts, plus additional
     to serve
½ cup water
Salt, to taste
Pepper, to taste

Prep Time: 15 min
Chill Time: 5 min
Servings: 4 

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?Lemonade™ Apples
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3

2

1“I love working in the produce industry 
because I love the connection I can 

foster with the community. Caring for 
the community is a core value at Whole 
Foods Market, and we are encouraged 

to pull it through to every single 
department, produce included! I feel it 

is my duty to make an impact and make 
the world a better place.”

“We don’t face many challenges in our 
eff orts to be involved, as it is encouraged 

by Whole Foods Market, but the 
smiles that we put on the faces in our 

community are what keeps me and my 
team motivated.”

Jimmy Jaime
Store Support Associate Team Leader, Whole Foods Market South Beach

YEARS WITH Whole Foods Market

2
FAVORITE PRODUCE ITEM

Apples & Pineapples

RAINIER® FRUIT CELEBRATES WHOLESOME HEROESWholesome Heroes 
represents individuals who are 

making a positive impact in their 
community through their work, 
volunteer efforts, or health and 

wellness initiatives.

WHAT MAKES JIMMY
A WHOLESOME HERO?

Jimmy works with local 
organizations such as Health in 
the Hood and Teaching Heart 

Foundation; both programs 
seek to positively impact youth 
in underserved communities by 

teaching them about healthy food 
choices alongside positive life 

choices. He got involved by working 
with Whole Cities Foundation, 

Whole Kids Foundation, and Asha 
from Health in the Hood. It’s 

helped his whole team get more 
involved with the community.

Motivation

working in produce1

2

3

4

5 Advice for others

Special Moments

4

“My goals are to continue to work with 
Health in the Hood and Teaching 

Heart Foundation and continue to grow 
my eff orts to make a change in the 

community through positivity and food 
education.”

5“If you have any hesitancies, put them 
to the side and just go for it! Your 

individual value and contribution is 
immeasurable and so important for 

your community. You’ll feel the positive 
impact every day!”

looking ahead

“I had a real ‘wow moment’ during our 
support of the Lotus House and Kids 
Shelter. The work and the results had 

a major impact on me and my desire to 
help the community through food and 
education. We built a total of ten mini-

gardens where we placed green peppers, 
eggplants, tomatoes, and more. The 

smiles when we were complete made the 
moment very special.”

5
22
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BIG OR 
SMALL

By Maggie Mead

 64 CRYSTAL VALLEY FOODS

THROUGH IT ALL

Left to right: Rudy Liau Kang, Director of Sales and 
Procurement; Jay Rodriguez, Founder and President; 
and Katiana Valdes, Marketing Director



In such a robust industry, it’s easy to 
forget that the produce game is a 
delicate one—literally. The precious 
fruit and veg we transport across 

continents must be treated with the 
utmost care and concern and deliver 
the best and freshest produce possible to 
consumers demanding both quality and 
availability. Such a complex balancing 
act would prove difficult even for The 
Flying Wallendas, but for Crystal Valley 
Foods, the challenge is a call to action.
 
If Crystal Valley Foods were a ship, 
Founder and President Jay Rodriguez 
would be its stalwart, gung-ho captain. 
Guiding his company through the 
sometimes-rough seas of the produce 
industry, Jay knows a ship is only as 
good as its crew. With the white whale 
of success ever on the horizon, he has 
steered his crew from humble beginnings 
to being a bicoastal powerhouse 
celebrating its 25th anniversary.

When I say humble beginnings, I mean 
it. Jay founded Crystal Valley as a 
startup in 1994, operating out of a small, 
leased warehouse with about a dozen 
employees. And even throughout the 
company’s substantial growth, it’s been 
people that form the core of the business.

“From the beginning, I wanted Crystal 
Valley to be a company where people 
could thrive and have the opportunity 
to grow professionally,” Jay tells me. “It 
is because of the loyal, hard-working, 
and passionate employees that we have 
been able to accomplish what we have 
over the years. Crystal Valley is a place 

where people can feel happy coming to 
work every day and where they can feel 
like they are contributing to the ‘bigger 
picture.’”

With a staff dedicated to understanding 
the management of fresh produce, it’s 
no wonder that the company is able to 
deliver on its promise of fresh, high-
quality fruits and veg. Starting off as 
a niche marketer of specialty produce 
items, it was essential for Crystal Valley 
to provide its customers with the same 
great produce, year-round, so the 
company started looking at countries 
like Peru and Guatemala, which had the 
right climates to grow its core products 
all year.

“We started importing fresh asparagus 
from Peru in 1994, and we were one 
of the pioneers in the category. At the 
time, fresh asparagus was a spring crop 
in North America, available from late 
March through early June. There was 
no fresh asparagus in the supermarkets 
from June through March. Importing 
from Peru allowed U.S. consumers 
to enjoy the vegetable all year,” Jay 
comments. “Other specialty items 
such as snow peas, sugar snap peas, 
baby vegetables, and French beans 
were later added to the offering. We 
started to develop Guatemala as a 
sourcing region for these products as 
the country’s varying mountain regions 
and microclimates were ideal for 
growing and allowed us to produce these 
vegetables, typically only available to the 
North American market for a limited 
window, on a year-round basis.”

“From the beginning, I wanted Crystal 
Valley to be a company where people 
could thrive and have the opportunity 
to grow professionally.” 
—Jay Rodriguez, Founder and President, Crystal Valley Foods
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When thinking about Crystal Valley’s 
operations, I picture an atom (my father 
is a chemist so cut me some slack). If 
its staff forms the nucleus, or core, 
then grower partnerships make up the 
electrons—ever-present and constantly 
in action. Some of the company’s grower 
partners have been with Crystal Valley 
since its inception in 1994, making 
true partnerships with transparency a 
key component in its success. Together 
with its partners—including the second 
largest specialty vegetable packing 
facility in Guatemala—Crystal Valley 
has been able to grow and provide 
customers with high-quality, fresh 
produce on a consistent basis, in a 
competitive market, no less.
 
Expanding its import capabilities 
enabled Crystal Valley to diversify 
its portfolio of produce, dabbling 
in tomatoes, berries, pomegranates, 
papayas, value-added vegetables, and 
more. Rudy Liau Kang, Director of 
Sales and Procurement, jumped in 
to explain why diversification is so 
important to the company.

“When we acquired Team Produce in 
2017, we saw a company whose strength 
in berries, asparagus, and stonefruit 
would complement our product line and 
would further aid us in being that one-
stop-specialty-shop for our customers,” 
he says. “We continue to grow in the 
berry business and have partnered with 

growers in the United States in order to 
make sure that we offer year-round fruit. 
We are constantly looking at new items, 
packaging, and sourcing regions that 
provide synergy to our base product line. 
We also want to make sure that we are 
able to offer our partners and customers 
the latest trends to help them with their 
own businesses.”

Though the word “trends” evokes 
thoughts of regrettable fashion choices 
(I’m lookin’ at you, butterfly clips and 
JNCO jeans), it does not always mean 
flash-in-the-pan preferences, but rather, 
in this case, true retailer and consumer 
movements. Tracking category trends 
is essential to staying relevant in the 
ever-changing produce landscape, and 
Crystal Valley is determined to keep its 
finger on the pulse.

“We continue to see the value-added 
category grow. Consumers lead busier 
lives than ever and they are looking 
for fresh, healthy, and even sometimes 
unique products that are also easy 
to make and eat,” Katiana Valdes, 
Marketing Director, explains to me. 

“We have recognized these trends and 
the growing demand for value-added 
products and we continue to invest in 
our bagging and repack capabilities. 
For example, we have redesigned our 
entire value-added line and the new 
packaging—including our asparagus 
tags and one pound and eight ounce tips 

“Crystal Valley has 
customers on 

a national level, 
and several major 

customers needed 
to have daily access 
to a local inventory 

of Crystal Valley 
products.”

—Rudy Liau Kang,
Director of Sales & 

Procurement,
Crystal Valley Foods

Though initially famous for its asparagus, Crystal Valley 
has rounded out its portfolio of produce to include berries, 
tomatoes, pomegranates, papayas, and more

66 / JULY 2019



bags, as well as our sugar snap peas and 
French beans—is already on the market. 
The new design is bold, modern, calls 
out the incredible health benefi ts of these 
fruits and vegetables, gives preparation 
tips, and most importantly, shows the 
product nicely.”

All the grower partnerships and trend 
knowledge in the world would be useless 
without the proper infrastructure to 
supply customers and consumers with 
Crystal Valley’s exceptional range of 
products. Its facility, located on the L.A. 
Wholesale Terminal Market, combined 
with its existing Miami facility, gives 
Crystal Valley a presence on both coasts.

“In order to truly be bicoastal and to 
help with our nationwide distribution, 
we opened Crystal Valley West in 2012, 
located in California’s Los Angeles 
Wholesale Terminal Market,” Rudy 
mentions. “Crystal Valley has customers 
on a national level, and several major 
customers needed to have daily access 
to a local inventory of Crystal Valley 
products. Not only does our L.A. facility 
give us that West Coast shipping and 
cross-docking point in order to service 
our customers in that part of the 
country better, it also gives us added 
storage capacity and allows us to source 
and receive products from Mexico for 
distribution on the West Coast and for 
shipment back east.”

Branching out to new shores doesn’t 
mean the company is neglecting to invest 
in the infrastructure it already has. Its 
Miami warehouse and sales offi  ce is 

“We continue to see 
the value-added 

category grow. 
Consumers lead 
busier lives than 

ever and they are 
looking for fresh, 
healthy, and even 

sometimes unique 
products that are 
also easy to make 

and eat.”
—Katiana Valdes, 
Marketing Director, 

Crystal Valley Foods

a customer’s specifi cations, and we can 
make changes quickly if needed. The 
retail market is becoming increasingly 
competitive, and we know that our 
customers are looking for ways to stand 
out and diff erentiate themselves just as 
much as we are, so we try to help them 
achieve that goal.”

Starting way back in 1994 with a tiny 
facility and fewer employees than there 
are Marvel movies, and evolving into 
the bi-coastal juggernaut it is today, 
Crystal Valley is truly hitting its stride 
in the new millennium. And, as Jay 
reminds me, none of it would have been 
possible without the tireless eff orts of the 
company’s exceptional staff  and partners.

“We went from selling our fi rst pallet 
of asparagus in 1994 to now being one 
of the largest asparagus importers in 
the country. It has been a long road, 
and at times a diffi  cult road, but there 
have been some incredible people who 
have helped build Crystal Valley along 
the way,” Jay concludes. “I have been 
fortunate but I have also had a great 
team to help create my vision and get 
Crystal Valley to where it is today.”

With this level of growth, I have no 
qualms in saying, you’ve come a long 
way, baby.

currently being redesigned, modernized, 
and expanded, and Crystal Valley is 
also installing automated warehouse 
equipment and adding to its warehouse 
management team. Doubling the size 
of its current facility, the expansion 
will allow the company to increase its 
production and repack area, which will, 
in turn, increase its value-added product 
output and services. With this expansion 
and additional services off ered, Crystal 
Valley hopes to decrease the time it 
takes for carriers to load and/or unload 
product, increasing effi  ciencies overall—
benefi tting both customers and suppliers. 
With facilities on both coasts, plus 
shipping points in Texas, Arizona, and 
the Northeast, the company is poised 
to service the entire continental United 
States.

Crystal Valley has exceptional 
employees, growing partners on 
lock, and distribution covered, but 
as anyone in the service industry 
could tell you, the customer is 
king. The company takes an active 
role in pleasing its customers, using 
its knowledge of trends and tailoring 
services to meet the customers’ needs.

“We are constantly talking to our 
customers and learning about their 
needs, the needs of their customers, 
and their pain points. When we really 
understand our customers and how 
they operate, it helps us easily anticipate 
their needs,” says Katiana. “We also 
understand that we need to be fl exible 
and adaptable. We can customize our 
products and packaging according to 

Crystal Valley is able to deliver on its year-round promise 
through grower partnerships and importing fresh fruit and 
vegetables from outside the U.S.
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Play The Lumineers, Band of  
Horses, Local Natives, or Andrew 
Belle and I’m in heaven.5

9

My favorite trail-running team. These 
athletes train in the Grand Canyon and 
dominate the ultra-running scene.

2

MONIQUE BIENVENUE
Director of Communications, Bee Sweet Citrus

MY FAVORITE THINGS

This produce professional is quite literally a trailblazer, helping Bee Sweet 
Citrus’ marketing team reach new destinations when she isn’t running new 
roads herself. So, what are a few of  Monique Bienvenue’s favorite things 

when she isn’t fi nding new directions of  communication? We fi nd out here...

1

“

1Nothing quite compares to the feeling 
of  putting in a few solid miles 
before the start of  the work day!

8

7

4  A Good Cup
of Coff ee

1 A Good Run

7 Cooking

5 Indie Music

2 The Mountains

8 rabbit Running 
Apparel

6 Writing

 Outdoor 
Photography

3

9 The Coconino 
Cowboys

In this industry, you often fi nd yourself  inspired 
by all that surrounds you. I love unique dishes 
that showcase California produce.

Melissa Ruse/ SweetM Images

You can fi nd me exploring Yosemite or the 
Giant Sequoias every few weeks!

“

3

Ansel Adams captured photos that truly 
ignite one’s inner adventurer—I aspire to do 
the same!

“ The only apparel I train in! It’s perfect for 
everyday runners or the Olympic Trials 

hopeful. 

4

“

6

Noting my adventures in the great 
outdoors or updating others on 
marathon training, I love putting 
my pen to paper.

Essential to my daily life. I am always 
looking for the best coff ee shops wherever 

I travel.

”

”

”
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are are the Yelp reviews that read like 
odes. When scrolling through sweetgreen’s, 

however, plenty are the sonnets, soliloquies, 
and ballads clearly written in the blissed-out 
state that follows being well-fed. That’s just 

how good of a concept Michael Stebner 
and the team at sweetgreen have 
developed—a concept that foodservice 

suppliers have been dreaming of fi nding to diff erentiate 
their own programs. After visiting a location earlier this 
year, I fi nd myself holding back my own words of high 
praise, my own “Ode to a Salad.”

sweetgreen is one of those ideas you hear about and 
think, “How has this not existed for decades?” The idea 
is simple and familiar: Consumers can watch their order 
as it’s assembled and modify and personalize it on the 
spot. What really sets the chain apart from others in the 
fast-casual space is its menu: all produce, greens, and 
health-forward fare. As its Director of Culinary for the 
past fi ve years, Michael has been crucial in curating 
sweetgreen’s menu,  which is a love letter in and of itself  
to the local produce and fresh food he has familiarized 
himself with throughout his career. This menu is easily 
what fi rst sparked the sweetgreen frenzy years ago.

“sweetgreen is recognized as a gold standard for healthy 
fast-casual food,” Michael tells me. “It’s not hard when 
eighty percent of your products are produce, and we 
only off er chicken and steelhead trout as our non-plant-
based options. The guests keep telling us they love our 
combinations and they are so satisfi ed by our veggies-at-
the-center-of-the-plate formula.”

Ode
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This formula has put sweetgreen on 
the map and continues to serve as the 
flashing arrow pointing fresh faces like 
my own to its doors. Michael himself 
is one of the biggest advocates for this 
formula and, as Director of Culinary, he 
has had the privilege of developing it in 
new, innovative ways.
 

“My role is to lead all food innovation 
at sweetgreen. I have four chefs and 
assistants that work in my department. 
As a team, we’re focused on developing 

seasonal core menus, new channel 
products, chef collaborations, food 
merchandising, and being the face of the 
culinary function for events,” Michael 
explains, “which is crazy because when I 
began my career in the ’80s, there were 
no celebrity chefs or Food Network. There 
were just hard workers and people who 
loved making food.”
 
Like many who have become our 
industry’s luminaries, Michael began his 
culinary career in high school. His first 

job at the age of 16 was as a busboy at 
the Radisson Hotel in Scottsdale, 

Arizona. While he initially took 
the job because his best friend 

worked there, he quickly tapped into a 
type of contentment that most of us only 
hope to uncover.
 

“I really enjoyed working the Sunday 
brunch buffet, which took me out of bed 
at 4 a.m. to be at work early enough to 
set up all of the tables and decorate the 
buffet. This was my favorite thing to 
do,” Michael recalls. “Even though I was 
super tired, I worked hard and enjoyed 
the work.”
 

Eventually, Michael found himself 
gravitating toward the kitchen. While 
he didn’t know it yet, he would soon 
discover that he was cut from the same 
apron as those cooking up the food.
 

“The cooks and chefs were so cool,” 
Michael laughs. “They wore fancy white 
uniforms and toques on their heads. As 
a busboy, the chefs and cooks paid little 
attention to me, but I couldn’t help 
but always be in the kitchen, watching 
them grind it out. I wanted to be a part 
of that team. The Executive Chef’s 
name was Bob Roca, and to this day 
I still consider him a mentor and take 
many opportunities to thank him. I 

Michael Stebner
Director of  Culinary,

sweetgreen

sweetgreen is recognized as 
a gold standard for healthy 
fast-casual food.

“
”

THESNACK.NET / 71



approached Bob about letting me work 
in the kitchen, even though I had no 
experience. He hesitated, but ultimately 
allowed me to work in the pantry under 
his supervision. I ruined so much food 
and cut and burned myself so many 
times in those early days.”
 
But Michael was, and still is, nothing if 
not hardworking, and it was at this time 
that he received important advice that 
kept him where he needed, and wanted, 
to be. Bob gifted Michael a copy of the 
Culinary Institute of America’s textbook, 
with the words “Don’t waste your 
money on culinary school. Everything 
you need to know is in the pages of this 
book” along with it. Bob’s words became 
Michael’s mantra as he continued 
practicing his craft and studying the 
culinary arts, all while attending high 
school and juggling his full-time job as a 
pantry chef.
 

A few years later, Bob went to work for 
a different hotel and, at 18 years old, 
Michael decided to continue working 
as a line cook under his mentor. The 
hotel’s sister property was the Phoenician 
Resort, which in the 1990s operated the 
best restaurant in the world in Michael’s 
eyes. The Phoenician became his end 
goal as it offered him the opportunity to 
work with some of Phoenix’s top chefs, 
including Executive Chef Greg Waldron.
 

“My luck came in the form of one dinner 
service: Chef Waldron was having 
dinner with his mother in our dining 
room. I asked the sous chef if he was 
going to go out and say hello, but he 
declined. I took it upon myself to go 
out to the dining room and introduce 
myself,” Michael says. “I asked Chef 
Waldron how his dinner was, and he 
gave me some feedback.”
 
After that brief encounter, Michael 
didn’t simply go back to the kitchen. As 

a young man equal parts 
driven and capable, Michael 
taking the bull by the horns—
or the chef by the toque so 
to speak—led to a new door 
that opened to a pivotal next 
step in his career.

 
“A few days later, Bob 
got a call from Chef Waldron 
asking if he could spare a few cooks 
for a big event at the Phoenician—and 
he mentioned my name! I was going to 
the big leagues—just for two days, but 
I was so excited,” Michael shares. “I 
was determined to get another chance 
to work and impress the chefs at the 
Phoenician, and sure enough, Chef 
Waldron called again asking if I could 
work for him permanently. I could not 
believe it. I was so happy and excited to 
be working at the resort and felt so lucky 
to be there with little experience. All I 
had was the raw desire to learn and work 
hard.”
 
Michael loves that story because it 
encompasses the first 20 years of his 
career.
 

“I always say that going out to meet Chef 
Waldron and his mother was a defining 
moment in my career,” Michael adds.
 
After two and a half years at the 
Phoenician, Michael then headed to 
Las Vegas to join Chef Jimmy Boyce at 
Caesars Palace, before they both went 

sweetgreen’s Outposts offer free 
fast delivery to the workplace

72 / JULY 2019



south to work at Loews Coronado in 
San Diego, California. He worked there 
for six years in four different positions, 
eventually ending up as the Chef de 
Cuisine at Azzura Hotel.
 
His career reached another turning point 
when he took a new hotel job at La Jolla. 
It was here where he learned about local 
farms and producers—and where his 
career path was thrown into sharp relief.
 

“After that, I opened Region, my own 
chef-driven, farm-to-table restaurant 
with a daily menu. We opened with 
a bang and were using one-hundred-
percent local, in-season produce from 
dozens of farms. We were one of the first 
places in San Diego to do this, and it 
was a magical time,” Michael says. “Ally, 
my now wife, and I started as business 
partners and ultimately fell in love on 
the cook line. We got married, started a 
family, closed Region, and moved back 
to Phoenix. It was then that we went to 
work for Sam Fox, which turned into 
me helping Sam and Dr. Andrew Weil 
conceptualize and operate True Food 
Kitchen. We caught lightning in a bottle, 
and the brand grew like crazy, giving me 
my first dose of scaling a business.”
 
During this time, Michael further 
established his place in the industry’s 
canon, writing a New York Times 
bestselling cookbook, True Food: Seasonal, 

Sustainable, Simple, Pure. 
Michael learned from Dr. 
Weil for seven years, honing 
his knowledge of whole food 
cooking and health.

At this point in his 
story, I realize that chance 
encounters are Michael’s bread 
and butter, salad and dressing. And sure 
enough, Michael reveals that he met 
the founders of sweetgreen at a True 
Food Kitchen location in Santa Monica, 
California.
 

“As the story goes, they just so happened 
to pick up a copy of the True Food 
cookbook that was on display in the 
restaurant, and they said, ‘We need this 
guy!’ They called me, and I wrestled 
with the idea of going from a full-service 
cooking environment to a quick-service 
restaurant that specializes in salads. It 
was a hard decision,” Michael divulges.
 
Michael tells me that he ultimately 
decided sweetgreen was the place for 
him for two reasons: One, sweetgreen 
is big into improving the communities 
it operates in, as well as is committed to 
improving childhood nutrition through 
its “sweetgreen in schools” program. 
Two, sweetgreen was an up-and-coming 
start-up that was offering equity as part 
of the package, and as a restaurant chef, 
that had never been an option.

 
“Once I heard sweetgreen’s spiel I was 
sold,” Michael admits. “I have to say 
that the past five years have proven to be 
so much more than those two things. I 
have never worked with smarter, more 
passionate people. It is really refreshing 
to scale with a company that never looks 
for a cheaper way to do things, which is 
very much not like any other restaurant 
company I have ever worked for.”
 
I’m not exaggerating when I say that I 
could taste this passion in sweetgreen’s 
salads, and it is one of the many reasons 
why foodservice suppliers have flocked 
to the company’s doors just as much as 
consumers, resulting in Michael’s recipes 
reaching 70,000 hungry people daily. 
Despite this insane accomplishment, 
Michael has never stopped relishing the 
opportunity of working with the best 
chefs in the country, which includes those 
who are up and coming and just as green 
as he once was.

I think my greatest accomplishment is 
that I have been able to inspire young 
cooks and kids working at sweetgreen 
as their first job...

“
”
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“I think my greatest accomplishment is 
that I have been able to inspire young 
cooks and kids working at sweetgreen 
as their fi rst job and, after working here 
and cooking with real ingredients, they 
want to pursue a career in this business. 
My dream is for rising chefs to consider 
me a mentor or feel like I inspired them 
in their career or life. That would be 
my greatest accomplishment,” Michael 
shares with me.

Even though I’ve only just met Michael, 
I know that this must already be the 
case. He and the sweetgreen team have 

simply worked hard, inspiringly hard, 
to broaden the reach of the company, 
both physically and philosophically, 
for this to be anything but the case.

“Our number one goal right now is 
to scale sustainably. We say we want 
to become more of a food platform—
but that is in the future,” Michael 
explains. “We are in a position to lead 
the revolution toward healthy and 
satisfying food that is approachable 
and available for as many people in as 
many demographics as possible. We are 
opening stores in Texas, Colorado, and 
Florida in the next eighteen months to do 
exactly that.”

Looking ahead a year or so, I can only 
imagine sweetgreen becoming more of 
a household name, and Michael doesn’t 
disagree.  

“We will continue to double in size every 
two to three years, while never wavering 
from our mission of connecting people to 
real food. Years from now, I hope we will 
still be making an impact on the people 
that work for us, on the communities we 
operate in, and on the food system as a 
whole,” Michael concludes.

One sunny L.A. afternoon, I fi nd myself 
sitting at a sweetgreen location, making 
my way through a pretty aff ordable salad 
of epic proportions. A salad so fresh, so 
tasty, so nourishing for my body and soul, 
I can’t help but pull out my notebook 
and begin writing, “Rare are the Yelp 
reviews that read like odes…”

As Director of  Culinary, Michael leads all food innovation at 
sweetgreen, including seasonal core menus, new channel products, 

chef  collaborations, and food merchandising
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Preheat oven to 400° F. Grease a 9x12 casserole dish. 

Butterfl y chicken breasts by slicing into the long side of the breast, stopping 
about ¼ of an inch from the opposite side. Lay chicken breast in casserole 
dish, open up. 

Sprinkle the exposed insides of the chicken breast with ½ of the Italian 
seasoning and salt and pepper. Stack the roasted Prime Time red peppers, 
basil, and 1 slice of mozzarella on the bottom side of the chicken. Fold the 
top fl ap of the chicken over, tucking in the mozzarella, basil, and roasted red 
pepper as necessary. Sprinkle with remaining Italian seasoning. 

Bake chicken for 30-40 minutes (or until chicken is no longer pink).

Take chicken out of the oven and turn the oven to a high broil. Top chicken 
with remaining mozzarella slices and sprinkle with Parmesan cheese. Broil 
until cheese is browned and bubbly, about 5 minutes.

Serve with grilled Prime Time asaparagus. 

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes visit www.primetimeproduce.com

1
2

3

4
5

6

ROASTED RED PEPPER, MOZZARELLA, AND BASIL—STUFFED CHICKEN

2 Prime Time red peppers, grilled or 
roasted, and seeded
1 bunch Prime Time asparagus, grilled
4 boneless skinless chicken breasts 
8 oz fresh mozzarella, cut into 8 slices
¼ cup fresh grated Parmesan
1 tbsp Italian seasoning
Salt and pepper, for seasoning

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 35 min
Servings: 4 

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Prime Time Red 

Peppers and Asparagus
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 IS THE TIME FOR

GRILLING
MUSHROOMS!

www.montereymushrooms.com



Long gone are the days of those beautiful grill marks being 
monopolized by the meat department. To help get your produce aisles ready 

for barbecue season, we reached out to our own industry grill masters to help 
inspire cross-merchandising, displays, and conversation options to maximize 

summer produce sales...
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“I love grilled produce, whether it be zucchini, 
peaches, or watermelon—but grilled corn on 

the cob and grilled Vidalia onions have been my 
favorite since I was a youngster. My husband must 

really love me to still consider me attractive with the 
corn in my teeth and the sweet onion breath, but 
boy-oh-boy…just those two items alone is a meal 

enough for me. YUMMY!”

“One of my favorite recipes to grill each year 
happens during football season, when me and my 
family are watching our favorite team, the Georgia 
Bulldogs: Hunker Down Hairy Dawg Balsamic 
Maple Bacon-Wrapped Vidalia Onions. Since I 
do bleed UGA red, I like to slice a genuine Vidalia 
onion that has ben marinated in a brown sugar, 
balsamic vinegar, and maple syrup mixture. I then 
wrap them in hickory smoked bacon and place them 
on the Big Green Egg, before we get ready to grill 
our steaks. We serve them right off the grill and they 
are guaranteed to make you say, GO DAWGS!”

“Fruits and veggies add much flavor and color to 
the barbeque. Grilling fruit, especially stonefruit, 

has become a popular trend since the barbecue 
promotes caramelization, which intensifies the 

sweetness. Tossing a variety of colorful vegetables in 
a grilling tray and adding a few spices can become 

a star of the grill, especially for health-conscious 
consumers and truly complements grilled meat or 

fish. Of course, grilled corn is a must. Adding a 
touch of flavor to the butter with herbs, garlic, or 

lime adds a nice twist to a traditional favorite.”

Teri Miller

David Sherrod

Heidi McIntyre 

Senior Category Manager
The Fresh Market

President & CEO
Southeast Produce Council

Managing Partner 
Full Tilt Marketing
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“A few years back, I started using a convection pellet 
smoker. This has opened up vegetables to our menu 

at home; it’s very easy and quick. In the valley of 
Texas, we get many of the vegetables fresh: broccolini, 

color carrots, color bells, cauliflower, onions, corn, 
okra...We also have grilled pineapple and peaches. 

Add a little fish, chicken, or a tenderloin with a little 
grape juice—it doesn’t get better.”

“No south Texas BBQ is complete without a huge 
bowl of freshly made pico de gallo. We use it as 
a topping on everything from fajitas and tacos to 
sausage and brisket. It is absolutely my favorite dish 
on the table, and I make it several times a week.  
Rather than finely chopping the tomatoes, onions, 
and cilantro, I use a rough chop so that it’s almost 
more of a salad than a salsa. During the summer, I 
love to add avocado, and when the fall rolls around, 
I swap some of the tomato for red grapefruit.”

Tommy Wilkins

April Flowers

Director of Sales
Grow Farms, Texas

Marketing Manager
Lone Star Citrus Growers
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Mark Cassius
Partner

Modern Veg

A Passion for Community Gardens...
My wife and I have two plots in one 
of the twenty-fi ve Tucson community 
gardens. We have been working and 
tilling the desert soil, exchanging seeds, 
and growing seasonal fruit and veggies 
year-round for the last 10 years. This 
has been a great way to meet neighbors, 
harvest, and assist one another in 
growing bountiful produce, most of 
the time. It’s great to be outdoors and 
enjoy the fresh air and scenery of the 
mountains of Tucson.   

How has sales shaped the way that you 
approach your own life? 
I am certainly sensitive to salespeople 
in other industries, and often critique 
their approach and sales strategy. You 
learn how to tell if someone is not 
knowledgeable about their product. It’s 
ok to say, “I don’t know, but I will get 
back to you with the answer.” While 
some may say it makes me skeptical, 
I think that a critical eye helps me 
navigate the world. 

There are some faces that make you smile from across the room, the trade show fl oor, 
or, let’s be honest, the bar. I met Mark back in 2011, when he was with EuroFresh and 
I swear, he opened the fi rst clamshell of packaged snacking tomatoes I ever had. He 
may also be responsible for changing our own Brian LaForce’s tomato hesitation into 
a craving. Now, as a Modern Veg Partner, he gets to take the bull by the horns on his 
terms. And he is loving every minute of it. JULY mvp sales p ick

Inspirations & motivations...
I am in awe of the multi-generational 
family farms in our industry. These 
growers are the life blood of our industry, 
and work tirelessly, rain or shine. I have 
been lucky to get to know some amazing 
people that have become lifelong friends. 
In fact, they are more like family. I truly 
believe there is no other industry like ours, 
the hard work, fast pace, and long hours 
are off set by the amazing individuals that 
make our industry fun.

What do you hope to teach your children 
and what would you like to impart on 
them?
Not to be cliché, but I have always 
stressed the importance of continuing 
to pursue learning and focus on their 
education. I am truly proud of both my 
daughters with their commitment to 
learning and community. Now, more 
like young adults, they contribute to the 
community by volunteering their time in 
fundraising activities as well as working 
with kids that need assistance. Hopefully 
they will pay this forward with the next 
generation.Giving Back 

Several years ago, my mother-in-law and 
father-in-law suggested to my wife and I 
that they had everything they needed and 
preferred that for their birthdays and the 
like, we donate the money we would have 
spent on them to a local charity.  Around 
this time, I began to get involved in the 
local community.  I have enjoyed working 
on various fundraising and grant projects 
with the Jewish Community Foundation 
of Southern Arizona. Our foundation has 
a local impact assisting organizations and 
people in southern Arizona and our reach 
stretches to other parts of the world that 
need assistance.

By Jordan Okumura

What are some of the core values that 
drive you?
Honesty and integrity go hand-in-hand 
and are the foundation of our business.  
Most of our business is conducted over 
the phone; you better do what you say 
and say what you do or you will not have 
much creditability. Get out and visit 
customers and get some face time and 
have an exchange of ideas that mutually 
benefi ts our business.

Who are some of your mentors?
I have been blessed to have worked with 
many amazing individuals over my 30-
year produce career. These individuals 
have assisted in rounding out the rough 
spots and inspiring me to continue to 
develop, learn, and improve.  

Naturipe’s Dwight Ferguson

SunFed’s Danny Mandel

Krivanek Consulting’s Julie Krivanek
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By Robert Schaulis
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CATANIA WORLDWIDE & 
 STELLAR DISTRIBUTING

“We are both former 
athletes and we take 
the term ‘team’ very 
seriously,” Andrew 

Amodeo, Sales, Catania Worldwide, 
says. “We work together to become 
the best at everything we do, from 
quality to customer service.”

Brian Lapin, Andrew’s counterpart in 
sales at Stellar Distributing—a part 
of the Catania Worldwide company—
concurs. While Brian took to the 
fi eld and played baseball throughout 
his life, Andrew found his place on 
the ice rink with hockey. Both sports 
require a deep dedication and 
collective mindset partnered with 
passion and heart—elements that 
make for a good team dynamic.

Each day, they work hard together 
to gain an edge—and you might 
think this would result in a rivalry. 
But I soon learn that, for Catania 
and Stellar, produce is a team sport, 
and Brian and Andrew are the 
young core of an international sales 

unit—the Splash Brothers of produce 
distribution, to use my favorite sport 
in an analogy. I’m trying to expand 
beyond sports, but the metaphor 
doesn’t immediately come to me.

It’s on a mild day in Madera, 
California, that I hit on the 
appropriate image. Catania is a 
family—fi guratively and, in many 
cases, literally.

As a fourth-generation operation, 
Catania Worldwide is all about 
family. And like other families, 
Catania grows. It gains new 
members and strengthens through 
cross-generational bonds. Ideally, 
a family forms ties with the 
community; it improves the lives 
of others and helps forge those 
bonds of community between the 
individual and the outside world.

That ideal family is the kind that 
Catania strives to be—one that 
empowers its younger members 
and admires its elders—that strives 

collectively together rather than 
against each other and dedicates 
itself to values like service and 
community. It’s that familiar 
environment that is evoked when 
Brian and Andrew express their 
admiration for the company’s 
leaders.

Andrew notes that Paul Catania Jr., 
CEO of Catania Worldwide, has been 
an indispensable asset to his career. 
A third-generation leader, Paul has 
worked hard to inspire his team and 
continue the pioneering tradition 
of Michael Leonard Catania—the 
Founder of Catania who fi rst 
brought counter-seasonal California 
produce to Toronto in 1929.

“He’s taught me the ins and outs 
of the business, how to be a great 
leader, and his knowledge of 
produce is so extensive that I learn 
something new from him almost 
everyday,” comments Andrew.

Brian echoes these sentiments when 

The Catania and Stellar Distributing teams in Madera, California, enjoying a day on the golf course

By Robert SchaulisBy

Rising Stars



“HE [KURT] EATS, SLEEPS, AND 
DRINKS PRODUCE. HE TEACHES 
ME HOW TO BE SHARP, AND HIS 
DEDICATION HAS BECOME A HUGE 
MOTIVATIONAL FACTOR FOR ME.”

— Brian Lapin, Sales, Stellar Distributing

he speaks about Kurt Cappelluti, 
Operations Manager for Stellar 
Distributing, Catania’s California-
based company.

“He eats, sleeps, and drinks produce,” 
Brian remarks. “He teaches me how 
to be sharp, and his dedication has 
become a huge motivational factor 
for me.”

That Brian and Andrew have so 
much admiration for Catania’s 
leadership is no fl uke. In Kurt and 
Paul Jr., the two rising sales stars 
see a refl ection of their own values—
dedication, wisdom, and humility. I 
want to come back around to sports, 
but I struggle. Is Paul the Steve Kerr 
and Kurt maybe Andre Iguodala? 
Who is the Andrew Bogut? It’s fi ne. 
It’s fi ne. I’ll stick with family.

And, though Andrew and Brian 
may not have the lifetime worth 
of experience that Catania’s senior 
leaders bring to the table, they’re 
already inspiring others with their 
passion and diligence.

“Andrew and Brian are two pillars in 
our sales department,” Marketing 
Coordinator Lila Baig explains. 

“Their dedication is infectious and is 
illustrated in their quality of work.”

Like Paul Jr. and Kurt, it seems, Brian 
and Andrew are inspiring others and 
following in the footsteps of their 
forebears.

The Catania leadership team has, 
over the course of several storied 
careers, developed an exceptional 
level of expertise and a list of 
impressive accomplishments—
turning Catania from a single 
brokerage company into an 
expansive, international, vertically-
integrated enterprise.

Catania fi rst established Stellar in 
1992—when Paul Catania Sr. and 
Paul Jr. assembled an experienced 
staff  and hired Kurt to manage 
day-to-day operations for the 
new company. Stellar’s winning 
combination of the Catania family’s 
multi-generational experience in 
the produce business and Kurt’s 
background in fresh fi gs, kiwifruit, 
and international sourcing, resulted 
in Stellar Distributing, which quickly 
became a major force on the 
international produce scene.

Through the creation of Stellar, 
Catania Worldwide was able to 
expand its family.

“Stellar is our California hub. It both 
allows us to reach our customer 
base in the West, and it allows us 
to grow persimmons, kiwifruit, and 
fi gs,” Andrew explains. “We don’t 
handle a lot of commodities. We 
specialize in growing, importing, 

and distributing a limited amount of 
commodities, and we’re good at it. 
Our focused model makes us strong 
and informed in what we do.”

And, Brian describes, by striving 
together, the two operations have 
been able to grow not only their own 
scope, but the produce categories in 
which Stellar and Catania thrive.

“We handle two of the strongest 
growing commodities for Catania, 
and our ethos has become to strive 
to make these commodities stronger 
for us,” says Brian. “We take pride in 
what we do, and we work together 
like a family.

Andrew agrees. The two up-and-
comers on Catania’s sales team 
share a similar background, a 
competitive edge, and a dedication 
to getting things right.

When I ask Andrew and Brian what’s 

Stellar Distributing is responsible for the logisitics of Catania’s main export, fi gs
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Above: Andrew Amodea relishes his career as 
he surveys a Catania warehouse
Below: Father and son, William and Kurt
Cappelluti, in Madera, California

“WE WORK TOGETHER TO BECOME 
THE BEST AT EVERYTHING WE DO, 

FROM QUALITY TO CUSTOMER 
SERVICE.”

—Andrew Amodeo, Sales, 
Catania Worldwide

next for Catania, they are on the 
same page: growth in both their 
currently established companies and 
markets—and in new and emerging 
regions through new facilities 
like those in McAllen, Texas, and 
Vineland, New Jersey.

“New Jersey has enabled us to 
develop in the Northeast, and we 
have expanded our commodity 
off erings and other new 
opportunities. We are hoping to 
replicate this for McAllen,” details 
Andrew. “As Catania Worldwide 
expands, we want to be able to 
better service our southern states. It 
will allow us to store, dock, and pack 
the fruit we import from our own 
fi elds in Mexico. It gives an extra 
quality control checkpoint, which 
will help us give better quality fruit 
to our customers that pick up FOB. 
It also helps us to expand into more 
markets we are currently not in and 
gives us the ability to sell smaller or 
larger orders of fruit.”

The company is also entering a 
prime time for Stellar Distributing, 
with California fi g season set to take 
a strong Mexico crop and keep a 
good thing going.

“We are proud of our 
accomplishments with fresh fi gs,” 
shares Brian. “We have supply all 
year round, with quality and taste, 
which not many companies can 
off er. Currently our Mexican season 
has been received well, and we are 
hoping for a strong California fi g 
season.”

And, of course, Catania’s 
commitment to its employees, its 
customers, and its community 
extends beyond the bounds of 
produce supply. The two companies 
are actively involved in a number of 
local charities in Central California 
and Southeastern Canada.

“We love to work with local charities 
and help our community. All our 
companies work with the philosophy 
that giving back is important,” Brian 
tells me.

In Toronto, Catania works with Street 
Beat, Smiles of Innocence, and 
Second Harvest. In the States, the 
company works with local schools, 
sponsoring little leagues and local 
churches and, of course, the Hinds 
Hospice.

Hinds Hospice has been the 
benefi ciary of Stellar’s Annual Capp/
Pow Memorial Golf Tournament in 
Madera, California, an event that, 
for 25 years, has encapsulated the 
familial spirit with which Catania and 
Stellar operate.

With an impressive assortment 
of arch-salable fruit, the nigh-
unparalleled expertise of their senior 
leadership team, and bright stars 
like Brian and Andrew following 
in that team’s footsteps, Catania 
Worldwide and Stellar Distributing 
are poised to shoot for the stars, 
now and for generations to come.

One could say, this family striving 
together is thriving together.
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Prepare cake mix according to package directions and let cool completely. Tear 
cake into enough pieces to make 3 cups (reserve remaining cake for later use). 

Meanwhile, cut 3 strawberries in half, lengthwise, and set aside. Hull and slice 
remaining strawberries; toss with granulated sugar and lemon juice. Let stand 
for 10 minutes. 

Beat cream cheese with vanilla until light and fl uff y. In a separate bowl, beat 
cream until stiff  peaks form; beat in icing sugar. Fold whipping cream into 
cream cheese until blended. 

Layer half of the torn cake pieces, sliced strawberries, and cream cheese 
mixture among 6 (1 cup capacity) jars. Repeat layers. Garnish each serving 
with halved strawberry. 

Tip: Substitute mascarpone cheese for cream cheese, if desired. 

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes visit www.foxy.com

1

2

3

4

STRAWBERRY SHORTCAKE IN A JAR

1 package (1 lb) Foxy strawberries,
     divided
1 package white cake mix
¼ cup granulated sugar
1 tbsp lemon juice
1 package brick-style plain cream cheese
2 tsp vanilla extract
½ cup 35% heavy cream
⅓ cup icing sugar, sifted

Prep Time: 15 min
Cook Time: 30 min
Servings: 6 

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?Foxy Strawberries
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Sometimes, looks 
do mean everything... 

PACKAGING CONCEPTS 

THAT DID IT 
RIGHT

By ANNE ALLEN

KINGDOM FRESH

Grape Tomato 
Packaging

One of  the top trends in our industry is 
sustainability, and Kingdom Fresh has 
long been leading the charge. With its 
latest compostable tray, the greenhouse 
grower has really outdone itself. The 
green label pops against the bright red of  
the organic grape tomatoes, beckoning 
shoppers to its delicious offerings. The 
tray itself, also a lovely shade of  green, 
perfectly cradles the goods. I daresay, it 
will be next to impossible to ignore this 
tray when walking down the produce 
aisles. 

51

Check out what packaging concepts and products 
we believe pop on the shelf  and can help drive 

traffic through the produce department.
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We all have that person in our lives who 
claims to be an avo-fi ciando. It might 
even be you! For those consumers who 
are looking to show they are avo-elite, 
West Pak’s California Gold avocados 
off er just the thing. The label pinpoints 
the premium quality of  these green fruits, 
which appeals to any avo-enthusiast 
who appreciates locally-grown produce. 
Available in both conventional and 
organic, shoppers have no reason to turn 
these beauts away! 

Green is one of  my favorite colors going 
into summer, and national retailers across 
the country, such as Walmart, Kroger, 
and Ahold will be sporting BrightFarms 
salad mixes. With delicious off erings such 
as Baby Arugula, Sunny Crunch, Baby 
Spinach, and Spring Mix, there’s truly 
something for everyone. The packaging 
itself  is simple and classic, emphasizing 
what is most important: those leafy greens 
inside.

Get your Vidalias here! Line right up 
and get your Vidalias here! (If  you didn’t 
read that in a New York newsboy accent, 
then I’m not doing my job right). Just 
as a paperboy draws in readers, Bland 
Farms’ Vidalia Bins will draw in anyone 
looking for that perfect summer onion. 
The bins themselves feature the tagline 

“Rooted in Tradition, Raised to be Sweet,” 
highlighting Bland’s experience in the 
industry. Consumers will be happy to 
know that they’re in good onion hands. 

One of  the easiest ways to get kids 
interested in eating more fruit is if  you 
engage them with a fun story. After 
all, we all eat with our eyes fi rst! With 
Stemilt’s graphic-heavy pouch bag, kids 
will be begging their parents to pick up 
this rad pouch bag for their summertime 
snacking activities. By the time school 
rolls around, I imagine they’ll be 
requesting Lil Snappers in their lunchbox, 
too.

4

3

BRIGHTFARMS

Locally Grown
Salads

WEST PAK 
AVOCADOS

Golden State
of  Avocados

STEMILT

Artisan 
Organics™ Gala®

Lil Snappers®

BLAND FARMS

Vidalia 
Merchandising 
Bins
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Mashed or fried, sliced or cubed, skin or none…these tuberous roots are a year-round staple on 
tables from New Year to Christmas, and all the festive and fun occasions in between. The range of 
varieties and textures ensures the perfect sweet potato for every consumer and is a great way to 
differentiate the traditional produce department that may offer a single variety and single size. There 
is so much more to the sweet potato than meets the eye...ours or theirs...
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O’Henry/Bonita
Mild, sweet, drier tasting, with nutty and 
earthy flavor

Longer and thinner when compared to 
blocky, elongated spuds

Yellow skin; white to yellow flesh

Smooth and dry with medium firmness; 
low in visual and residual fiber

Covington
Moist, sweet, and earthy

Short and blocky

Burnt-orange skin; orange flesh

Smooth and fibrous; softer variety

Diane
Very sweet and extra moist

Elongated

Red-copper to plum skin; orange flesh

Smooth

Flavor

Shape

Color
Eatability

Flavor
Shape
Color

Eatability

Flavor
Shape
Color

Eatability
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Evangeline
Sweet and moist

Elongated and blocky

Rust-orange skin; orange flesh

Smooth and fibrous

Murasaki
Mildly sweet, drier tasting, full, nutty 
flavor, with vanilla aroma; exotic 
alternative to traditional sweet potatoes

Short and blocky

Dark purple outside; white inside

Smooth, dry, firm, and dense

Beauregard
Traditional sweet flavor; apricot and 
floral aroma; excellent for baking, 
roasting, or in casseroles

Elongated

Copper-rose to tan skin, orange flesh

Smooth, brown sugar

Flavor

Shape
Color

Eatability

Flavor

Shape
Color

Eatability

Flavor
Shape
Color

Eatability

SOURCE | INFORMATION PROVIDED BY ANDNOWUKNOW AND THE SNACK SWEET POTATO SUPPLIER CONTRIBUTORS
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Juice cucumbers in an electric juicer. 

Add lemon juice, mint, and season with salt and sugar. 

Freeze in ice trays with popsicle sticks. Use plastic wrap to secure popsicle 
sticks. 

Chill for 8 hours and enjoy!

Tip: Dip the popsicles in Tajin seasoning for an extra kick of fl avor.

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes visit pure-fl avor.com

1
2
3

4

CUCUMBER POCO POPS

2 lbs Pure Flavor® Poco Bites Cocktail
     Cucumbers
2 oz lemon juice
2 sprigs fresh mint leaves, finely chopped
Kosher salt, to taste
Sugar, to taste
Tajin seasoning (optional)
12 popsicle sticks

Prep Time: 10 min
Chill Time: 8 hours
Servings: 12

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Pure Flavor® Cocktail 

Cucumbers
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4EARTH FARMS



AT THE 
4FRONT 

OF FRESH

One of 4Earth Farms’ fields on the Central Coast of California

By Melissa De Leon

“I’ve been doing this for thirty-five years now, 
and what was true then is true today: If you 
stand still too long you will get run over.”

David Lake, like the operation he governs, is 
always moving. The Co-Founder and President of 
4Earth Farms welcomes me into his home base—a 
cozy office two feet from his sales, support, and 
transit teams, and 20 feet from the warehouse. 
It’s the perfect setting to steer the company’s 
160,000-square-foot headquarters—which 
continues to grow.

“Our development and ability to adapt has always 
been driven by the needs of our customers. These 
changes, which are often challenging, have always 
ended up making us a better company. Twenty-
five years ago, when I was selling, building the 
pallets, and loading the trucks myself, I could 
not have imagined all that we are doing now,” he 
continues.

It’s nearly impossible to envision given our 
surroundings. In 1994, David and his partner 
at the time, Fred McConnell, started MCL 
Distributing in a small warehouse off the terminal 
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The company’s moves and 
purpose couldn’t be more clear 
than its motto: People, Produce, 
Planet.

PRO·DUCE
Though my time with The Snack 
Magazine, and our industry 
overall, is that of a toddler 
(literally, my boss’ daughter was 
born within my first couple of 
weeks on the job, lest I forget), I 
have come to read “produce” as 
fruits and vegetables, forgetting 
that there is also pro⋅duce, as in 

“productivity.”

Sitting with the 4Earth Farms team, 
I notice they clearly recognize and 
represent the duality and versatility 
of both definitions. 4Earth Farms’ 
expansion plans look to provide the 
freshest, highest-quality produce.

“What’s interesting for us today is that 
we are not only expanding to meet 
the needs of our customers, but we 
are growing to meet the needs and 
demands of their customers. Quality, 
safety, and year-round supply are what 
our customer’s customer is demanding 
and what we’ve worked hard the last 
several years to achieve,” Mark 
Munger, Vice President of Sales and 
Marketing, reflects.

Kelly Daniels, Vice President of 
Growing and Procurement, explains 
further, “We are investing in new 

state-of-the-art packing equipment—
including new baggers, washing systems, 
and infrastructure—in order to meet 
the growing needs of our customers and 
improve our ability to increase our speed, 
quality, and packing efficiencies.”

Walking the warehouse myself, which 
is already capable of unloading 20-plus 
trucks at one time, I am hit with the 
magnitude of production it must require 
to make the company one of the largest 
grower, packer, and shippers of organic, 
conventional, and specialty produce 
in the U.S. And it has more expansion 
planned for 2019 and 2020. Outside of 
telling me the jump will be significant, 
the team can’t tell me specifics; it hasn’t 
grown to today’s success by revealing its 
secrets. What can be shared is geography.

“We have to chase the sun and be smarter 
than the weather. For the last eight 
years, we’ve worked to secure reliable 
land from Washington State, Oregon, 
Utah, California, Baja, Mainland 
Mexico, and Guatemala. Obtaining 
these lands with their diverse geographic 
regions, altitudes, and various climates 
has made year-round possible,” Kelly 
shares. “We’ve been strategically 
targeting new and existing growing 
regions in both California and Mexico 

A sugar snap pea field in Guatemala

market. Later, David and his wife, 
Deborah, bought the entire company 
when Fred retired. Three moves and 
400-plus employees later, I have no doubt 
today’s sprawling 4Earth Farms is still a 
surprise for him every morning. But that 
doesn’t slow him down.

“We are feeling pretty confident now that 
what we’re building, both in acreage 
and facility, is going to successfully take 
us through the next three-to-five years. 
The speed of growth and demand in our 
industry is staggering, and you have to 
stay ahead of it,” David shares.

That plan includes expansion in both 
its existing warehouse and the acreage 
it grows. This year, Guatemala joins 
the regions from which 4Earth Farms 
ships from, enhancing its portfolio and 
further strengthening its supplies of both 
conventional and organic products.

Brussels sprouts in Culiacán, Mexico

Mark Munger, 
Vice President of Sales and Marketing, 
4Earth Farms

“Quality, safety, and year-round supply 
are what our customer’s customer is 
demanding and what we’ve worked 
hard the last several  
years to achieve.”
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to expand our production of Brussels 
sprouts, green beans, sugar snap peas, 
and snow peas. This growth will include 
both conventional and organic farming 
programs.”

Mark adds to this by telling me that, 
now that the team has proven the lands 
and regions it grows in are working, it’s 
expanding acreage even more. Meaning 
more offerings for customers.

“Besides all of the new acreage dedicated 
to our core commodities, we are also 
increasing our production of mini 
cucumbers, zucchini, yellow squash, 
and shishito peppers, as well as rolling 
out a significant expansion of our own 
and imported colored peppers,” Kelly 
comments.

Adding over 40 percent to the capacity of 
its value-added packing facility, another 
aspect of the 4Earth Farms continued 
growth efforts, is keeping its production 
a fine-tuned machine that its customers 
can nearly forget exists.

“Our goal and the way we are wired, is 
to make our customers’ lives completely 
painless—we want to be able to grow 
the business and rarely pop up on their 

radar. They are 
dealing with fires all 
day, the last thing we 
want to do is be one of 
those fires,” David says. 

“So, we are challenging 
ourselves to stay ahead 
and make everything 
seamless for them, and 
we certainly never 
want to say no to any 
opportunity they come 
to us with.”

It is with this mindset, and David’s 
intuitive need to stay several steps ahead 
of the game, that 4Earth Farms has only 
just encountered a need, rather than a 
desire, to invest in the expansion of the 
company’s infrastructure.

“It was an affirmation that the 
investments and energy we put toward 
growth were necessary,” Mark tells me. 

“It’s good to have these reality wake ups. 
I would also say we invest heavily in 
our infrastructure, in our transactional 
systems, in our ability to analyze data 
and look at trends, to really measure 
efficiencies. It gives us reliable decision-
making metrics, which becomes a really 
good dashboard. We’re collecting and 
analyzing more information than we’ve 
ever been able to in the past and it does 
make a huge difference.”

But it’s much more than just tools and 
reach.

PEOPLE
“As our packaged offerings have grown, 
so have our capacity demands. We have 

three shifts of amazing team members 
packing seven days a week to keep up 
with all we have to pack,” Kelly shares.

The moment I walk into 4Earth Farms, 
the atmosphere resonates this third of 
4Earth Farms mantra.

“We are a unique group here. We’ve 
made a commitment to really growing 
our in-house talent, and this group has 
started to define and identify our next 
all-stars,” Dave Hewitt, Director of Sales, 
tells me. “We’re discovering gifts other 
companies maybe wouldn’t have known 
about, and it’s working pretty well so far. 
It’s cohesive, everyone has each other’s 
backs and you can sense the teamwork.”

Hewitt, as the office calls him, and 
Mark both impress upon me that the 
deep love David and his wife have for 
running 4Earth Farms the right way has 
created its company culture. Gone are 
the days the CEO could look into every 
box before it ships. Instead, he’s created 
an organization where everybody has 
that same attention to detail, caring 
and investing in each step from field to 
consumption.

“You can see David’s attention to detail 
in that everything is usually immaculate, 
and it’s the employees who do that. If 
your facility is clean, if every single box 
matters, and you’re sensitive to waste or 
damaged product, we’re going to be the 
ones to produce a better product,” Mark 
explains.

Hewitt, for example, doesn’t sit at his 
computer in the morning until he’s 
walked around the warehouse. When 
I ask him about the motivation behind 

Dave Hewitt surveying a field of Brussels sprouts 

“We’ve made a commitment to really 
growing our in-house talent, and 

this group has started to define and 
identify our next all-stars.”

Dave Hewitt 
Director of Sales, 4Earth Farms
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the responsibility that comes with that 
good fortune.

“We have the luxury of having everything 
right here. So get involved, get your 
hands on the product, get cold, and get 
out there and be produce people,” he 
shares. “We are talking to all parts of 
North America, so we have to make the 
best connection between the products 
we are talking about and our customers’ 
experience as we can. To put ourselves 
in their shoes and be involved out on 
the line. When we do it right, they 
appreciate it.”

It’s a philosophy he is passing on to 
the next generation of 4Earth Farms 
employees as well.

“We have a lot of homegrown talent in 
the support team, with a range of tenure. 
We have good chemistry with a group 

Over 97 percent of 4Earth Farms’ packaging is recyclable, with a goal of going 100 percent by 2021

this, he tells me he needs to start the day 
with the product, a statement that makes 
me wish I had a produce facility to visit 
before my morning emails.

“I need to start with the most fundamental 
aspect of our business, and that’s the 
product itself. It connects you; you get 
an appreciation for the process and 
what it takes,” he shares. “Things we 
do help shape that message and give it 
that validity, that authenticity, and I’m 
excited that we are soon going to see 
new areas we’ve never grown in before. 
It’s uncharted for us and should address 
some of the challenges we’ve had in the 
past. We’re excited to be year-round 
and to continue to look for new ways to 
create continued, uninterrupted supply.”

As if he can see my envy of the ability to 
be so close to ground zero, Hewitt echoes 
my thought with his own gratitude and 

that’s eager to learn, and we’re proud 
that we’ve been able to take more people 
on the road to mark new milestones, 
from fi rst times meeting customers and 
running a booth to never having been on 
an airplane,” Hewitt refl ects.

PLANET
Without a doubt, you have heard that 
as an industry with a deep investment 
in the Earth, we are also stewards of 
it. 4Earth Farms embodies this in not 
just the daily practices of its upkeep, 
but in a foundation built on social and 
environmental responsibility.

Nearly half of the company’s farms are 
certifi ed organic, and it applies many of 
its organic practices to the conventional 
farms as well. 4Earth Farms utilizes 
sustainable farming across all of its 
programs in an attempt to reduce inputs 
while maximizing yields and improving 
soil. Now, the team has turned its 
attention to packaging.

“We are always looking for plastic 
alternatives and new technologies. 
We have worked with our retailers 
on reductions of plastic and our 
vendors for new compostable and 
reusable alternatives. We have added 
recycling graphics to our packaging 
and comprehensive information on 
our website to promote and encourage 
consumer recycling,” Mark shares.

“We have to chase the 
sun and be smarter 
than the weather.” 
Kelly Daniels, 
Vice President of  Growing and Procurement, 
4Earth Farms

100 / JULY 2019



Looking ahead, he and the team tell me 
that, to complement the expansion of the 
packing facility, the company has taken 
a leadership position on plastic reduction 
and recyclability. Over 97 percent of its 
packaging is recyclable, and come 2021 
that will account for 100 percent.

This commitment also touches on a 
unique stance about the “grow local” 
movement gripping the country.

“We always talk about locale versus local. 
Sometimes, in the produce industry, we 
get fi xated on local and forget some 
of these items were meant to grow in 
certain locales. To fi nd the optimal 
climate means you’re going to get better 
quality, better productivity, fewer inputs 
to grow it, and so those things are all 
sustainable farming practices,” Mark 
tells me. “The only unsustainable 
farming practice is the energy it takes to 
get it from the right locale to the market, 

which can often be off set.”

That is not to say that 4Earth Farms 
doesn’t advocate locally-grown. It is an 
active participant in situations where it 
is sustainable, rather than necessitating 
the additions that might force product to 
grow in an area it might not be native or 
naturally able to grow.

“We partner with many local growers. In 
fact, we work closely with many of the 
fresh produce growers in the Salt Lake 
City, Utah, area, and we are very proud 
of that. We become a conduit to connect 
these great growers to great customers 
in Utah, and we do that as much as 
possible,” he continues. “For us, the big 
picture goal is to invest and grow in ways 
that best suit our customer’s customer. 
If we can provide safe, wholesome, 
high-quality produce 365 days a year, 
combined with a price that’s a value for 
the customer, then we have a winning 

program. Whether it’s local or grown in 
the right locale, our goal is to deliver the 
best product possible.”

“As you can see, we are not standing still. 
We never will,” David tells me.

The tour is over, but the trajectory is 
far from it. Mark, with a smile on his 
face, tells me that he still waits for David 
to realize he’s not sure what he’s doing. 

“But David says the same thing after all 
these years, because that’s produce. It 
changes so much all the time. Every day 
is diff erent.”

To have so many plans in motion, so 
much success realized, and still know 
that tomorrow will bring unknowns 
to navigate...that truly is the beauty 
of 4Earth Farms itself, as well as the 
industry it serves.

“...we are not standing 
still. We never will.”
David Lake, 
Co-Founder and President, 4Earth Farms
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Preheat grill or oven to 375° F.

Mix together all ingredients and marinate for 20 minutes.

Prepare your favorite pizza toppings. Remove portabella mushroom stems. 
Lightly brush portabella caps and gills with olive oil and sprinkle with Italian 
seasoning. Spoon ¼ cup of pizza sauce in each cap and sprinkle with about ½ 
cup mozzarella cheese. Add toppings of your choice. 

Grill or bake for about 15 minutes, or until caps are tender.

1
2
3

4

PORTABELLA PIZZA CAPS

4 Monterey Mushrooms® portabella caps
2 tsp extra virgin olive oil
1 cup pizza sauce
1 tbsp Italian seasoning
1 cup shredded Mozzarella cheese
Optional pizza toppings: onions, spinach, 
olives, bell peppers, pineapple, pepperoni, 
sausage, bacon, extra cheese

Prep Time: 30 min
Cook Time: 15 min
Servings: 4

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Monterey Mushrooms®

Portabella Caps

For more delicious, healthy, & easy-to-prepare recipes visit www.montereymushrooms.com
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By Anne Alle
n

hen I 
think of 
sour, my 
brain 
goes the 

slightly pedestrian 
route: to gummy 
candies bejeweled 
with sugar and 
long ropes of 
mouth-puckering 
deliciousness. But the 
realm of sour goes 
beyond this, swirling 
through fl avor notes 
that touch upon 
citrus, yogurt, and 
fermented veggies—
because sour needn’t 
be kept in a corner. 
For those who may 
think it’s Warheads 
or bust, your 
preconceived notions 
of sour are about to 
leave the back row of 
a movie theatre and 
step into the world of 
high dining. 

Foodservice 
professionals and 
home chefs alike are 
working with sour 

fl avors to expand 
consumers’ palates. 
Long gone are the 
days when shoppers 
refused to break 
tradition; now, they’re 
looking for ways to 
break out of the fl avor 
box, so to speak. 
From winning recipes 
like kimchi tacos to 
the more humble 
dessert pairing of 
balsamic vinegar and 
strawberries, sour 
notes are appearing 
in a wide range of 
dishes. 

Cross-merchandise 
citrus with chocolate, 
berries with vinegar, 
and pickled veggies 
with tomatoes—I 
can’t be the only 
one who fi nds that a 
winning Bloody Mary 
combination. 

When it comes to sour 
notes, the sky’s the 
proverbial limit.
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Sour runs the gamut of creative flavors. 
From sour citrus to fermented veggies—think 
kimchi!—sour flavors can be combined with 
salty, spicy, and sweet for a one-two punch of 
tang and taste...

                
       

By Anne A
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n    
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