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Jordan Okumura
Editor in Chief
AndNowUKnow and The Snack

We also bring you Scott Schuette of Fresh Thyme Farmers 
Market, who takes a beat to share the changes happening 
on the ground floor of the format—a plan that ties the 
authentic and rustic in with the cutting edge. After all, 
who says you cannot have both? Certainly not Scott. With 
accelerated growth in recent years, now is the perfect time 
to up the ante on all things produce as the consumer takes 

their demands to a whole new level.

And, when I think about cutting edge, Famous 
Software always rises from the pack in so 

many ways, from leadership to solutions. 
As an industry-leading technology 
company with a fully integrated enterprise 
product—a product designed and 
maintained by a highly specialized team 

to keep customers operating with the 
highest degree of efficiency in an industry 

undergoing rapid technological advancement 
(takes a breath)—Famous Software is not fighting 

an uphill battle, it is leveling the playing field. Heather 
Hammack shares the background and the testimonial of a 
customer to cut to the core of what Famous brings to the 
table—vision, innovation, and all.

Looking forward by learning from the past is a game we all 
know well. Companies like Mucci Farms™, T&G Global, 
Windset Farms®, LINKFRESH, and more are not only 
looking for that constant edge as they integrate vision and 
differentiation into their programs, but are also looking 
to remain rooted in their own authentic stories. Walking 
that line is one feat we can look to these companies to as 
examples, and we will continue to strive to walk that line 
ourselves as well.

Where is that middle ground between tradition and 
modernity, between gambling and certainty?

Sometimes you play it safe. Sometimes you have to go out 
on a limb. Sometimes it breaks. 

But that is a risk we all take. It is fresh produce, after all.

2005 Capitol Ave., Sacramento CA 95811

EDITOR’S LETTER

 ome stories are inherited, 
tied to beginnings long before 
today’s characters had their boots 
on the ground. Others are created 
anew, with an unruly desire to buck 
tradition. We are a mixed bag of 
artists over here at AndNowUKnow 
and The Snack Magazine, and 
that is exactly how we like 

our stories—the more 
diversity, the better. So, 

we bring you both. 

As storytellers, it is our goal to thread 
together a narrative that stays true to 
the heart of the matter, but through each 
of our own unique perspectives—our 
story of your story, if that makes sense. 
Together, we hope that what unfolds breathes 
something fresh into the old, and something 
seasoned and storied into the new.

In this issue, we celebrate many histories across our 
industry, including kind hearts and even stronger minds 
like that of April Flowers of Lone Star Citrus. Adversity 
can breed contempt or it can breed compassion; it is most 
definitely the latter for April. With strong family values 
and a courageous mindset to be unapologetically herself, 
this marketer is taking Texas citrus beyond its known 
limits. Her inspiration? Well, it comes from a unique set of 
circumstances, so read on for her story.

Speaking of family ties and values, you cannot drive 
down the road in Salinas, California, without noticing the 
Church Brothers Farms operations and equipment. While 
the company is only 20 years old, the vertically-integrated 
business has full-scale innovation and grit to power its long 
game—even during its relatively young existence in an 
industry like ours. But like I mentioned before, some do not 
want to be tied to tradition, and Church Brothers Farms’ 
Brian and Jeff Church have some great reasons why.

There are also companies that can hold a paradox with 
great form—like that of Castle Rock Vineyards. While 
only a little over 25 years old—a youth in the industry’s 
books—the company can only be described as legendary 
with a leader like Al Good at the helm. From wine to table 
grapes, this California grower treks the global stage to 
bring premium varieties to the world, and he brings his 
legend with him.
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CHURCH BROTHERS FARMS
ALL IN THE DETAILS
The next generation of  Church Brothers 
Farms’ leaders, Brian and Jeff Church, are 
laying the groundwork for what it means 
to be a modern farmer. The two walk us 
through their sprawling operations to give 
an inside look at the vertically-integrated 
and family-owned and operated company 
on the heels of  major growth...

T&G GLOBAL
FRESH THINKING, YEAR-ROUND
What was once a humble fruit auction 
business has become a global produce 
powerhouse. But what keeps a juggernaut 
like T&G Global ticking? Dedicated 
partners, strategic positioning, and apples 
galore—all from the land of  Hobbits. 
Rachel Stotter comments...

WINDSET FARMS
GREENHOUSE PROUD
Sustainability, once considered an 
impossible feat, has risen up to become 
one of  the pillars of  our industry. As 
Windset Farms takes on the health of  
our planet as its personal mission—and 
releases new products along the way—its 
Owner and COO, John Newell takes a 
beat to discuss being a champion of  the 
earth...

LONE STAR CITRUS
AGAINST THE ODDS: A 
BALANCING ACT
April Flowers has roots that may have 
taken her on a road less traveled for most 
of  those that have ended up in ag—but 
we think you will be surprised by how 
fatefully those paths can align. Curious? 
Great, because there is so much more to 
tell...

MUCCI FARMS™
A COMMUNITY AFFAIR
Behind Mucci Farms’ vision to be North 
America’s preferred fruit and vegetable 
grower is a rich and vibrant community 
that’s expanding with each passing day. 
Emily Murracas and Carol Bendo reveal 
how the greenhouse grower continues to 
strategically pepper its team with talent 
via one of  its in-house differentiators...

CASTLE ROCK VINEYARDS 
AND SHALE OAK WINERY
TWO TENDRILS OF ONE VINE
Legendary produce presence Al Good has 
blended two passions to prove that nothing 
complements grapes like wine. He and Sales 
Manager Laura Berryessa walk us through how table 
grape prowess gave way to a new winery that further 
proves both sides come from the same vines...
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FAMOUS SOFTWARE
FROM TECH TO TABLE
When it comes to ag tech, the way to 
stay in the game is simply not to get left 
behind. Famous Softwares’ Heather 
Hammack and Church Brothers Farms 
Steve Church and Kate Dutra talk 
about collaboration, execution, and how 
they are both neccesary for growth and 
innovation...
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Here at The Snack Magazine, people are our thing. Check out this short list of 
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Erica Bland
Orchard Manager - Bland Pearfection & Cozy Cove Orchards

YEARS at Bland 
Pearfection:

4

FAVORITE 
PRODUCE ITEM: 

Strawberries

Years at cozy  
cove orchards: 

9

RAINIER® FRUIT CELEBRATES WHOLESOME HEROES
Wholesome Heroes 

represents individuals who are 
making a positive impact in their 
community through their work, 
volunteer efforts, or health and 

wellness initiatives.

WHAT MAKES Erica
A WHOLESOME HERO? 

Erica loves the produce industry—being 
outdoors, the weather, the sunshine—
there is nothing better. Every sunrise 

and every sunset has the possibility of a 
new day. Producing a crop is the greatest 
reward to Erica—being able to see what 

the farm has produced and what the 
hard work and money has resulted in. 

Her wholesome perspective is also a tool 
and an asset in how she brings value to 
the community she lives in. As a part 

of Rainier Fruits’ Pears for Pairs*, Erica 
joins in a cause where a portion of the 
proceeds of bulk pears and pear bags 
sales go to support the annual Hanes 
National Sock Drive, which donates 

socks to homeless people.

Getting Involved

Positive impact on community1

2

3

4

5

6

What’s Next?

Advice for others

Challenges and motivations 

5

3 6Wow Moments

*Bland Pearfection/Cozy Cove Orchards grows pears that are marketed by Rainier Fruit and Erica is the face of the Pears for Pairs program

“Being young and just moving back home 
to the family farm, I’m slowly getting 

involved in the community again, and it’s 
been thanks to the Rainier Pears for Pairs 
program. Part of this is getting involved 
with the local homeless shelter program 

in the Wenatchee, Washington, area. We 
are a family that grows pears that are 

marketed by Rainier Fruit, and teaming up 
with them really helps to elevate the cause.”

Thanks to the Pears for Pairs program, 
getting involved started as an opportunity 

to promote pears and Erica quickly realized 
how big this issue truly was. After Erica 
went on some of her first sales calls with 

Rainier to visit retailers to talk about 
the program and attend events which 

included time spent in a homeless transition 
community, she realized how the issue 

affects nearly every community in the U.S.

“Challenges are widespread in the farming 
business. Costs continue to go up but what 
we make continues to go down. It’s often 

heartbreaking, but I keep going because as 
a fourth-generation family farmer, I don’t 
want to be the one that fails. It’s a lot of 

responsibility, but it’s also a lot of hope for the 
future. I want to make sure I’m the one that 

continues to build our legacy.”

“Start by finding a place in your local 
community and give where there is a need.

Make a small donation of your time, basic items, 
or a small financial donation. Get

some of your friends or employees to donate a 
few things, and that little thing can grow into 
something bigger. The next time, there will be 
more people and donations, and together we 
can build awareness and begin to make a real 

difference.”

“At this point, I’m very focused on  
leadership— on the farm, in the industry, and 

in my community. To be a young woman 
in the industry—especially on the farming 

side—is a big deal. I’m taking steps to take a 
bigger leadership role within our family farm 
and also within Rainier. I love getting out in 

front of the retail buyers, telling our story, and 
showing them that family farms continue to 
exist. It’s an exciting time—being the face of 

something helps make it real.”

Erica lived in Spokane through and after college 
and saw more of the homeless problem first 
hand. When she moved back to Wenatchee 

Erica started realizing that as her community 
had grown at home, so had the homeless issue 

there. Erica had always taken things to Salvation 
Army—clothes, blankets, jackets—but never 
thought about the needs for basic things like 

toiletries or socks. She realizes that, not only does 
she have a responsibility to help, but she can do 
more to educate friends, family, and peers about 

the challenges these issues create.
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chain is only as strong as 
its weakest link. In this 
industry, that can be the 

difference between a successful season 
of abundance and profit and a, “hey, 
better luck next year” hit to a company’s 
ROI. Famous Software is no stranger 
to the ups-and-downs and ins-and-
outs of a growing operation or the 
challenges that can inevitably impact 
the supply chain. With more than 40 
years as an industry leading technology 
company with a comprehensive suite 
of solutions, Famous Software partners 
with companies across the supply chain 
to elevate their game with a best-of-class 
ERP vertical software platform along 
with proprietary products ranging from 
Business Intelligence and Warehouse 
Management System to Integration 
Services and Mobile Apps.

One of those companies that has felt 
the impact of a resource and business 
partner like Famous Software is one 
of Salinas, California’s fresh produce 
leaders: Church Brothers Farms.

The partnership began nearly twenty 
years ago. Church Brothers Farms 
has now grown to more than six times 
the number of users that started with 
Famous Software during those early 
days. The big decision came when the 

company was looking for better software 
for its growing operations to streamline 
the program and its efficiency. Church 
Brothers Farms’ volume was huge at 
that time and the conversion to Famous 
Software’s technology solutions went 
extremely well for the fresh produce 
pioneer.

Fast-forward to today, and the accuracy 
and quality in which Church Brothers 
Farms goes to market exists to be 
rivaled. With their recent acquisition 
of the Growers Express commodity 
program, you can see where the benefits 
are impacting the system and its value 
proposition. 

As a vertically-integrated family-owned 
and operated company that farms and 
produces a full line of fresh vegetables 
and salads year-round with an in-house 
farming/harvest program and state-
of-the-art processing plant, True Leaf 
Farms, the company makes its decisions 
wisely and with a great deal of thought 
and time investment on its part.

“Church Brothers Farms is one of our 
largest ERP customers and also has 
the highest trading volume through 
our EDI messaging platform, Famous 
Integrations Services (FIS). Church 
Brothers Farms is also our largest 
customer using our Warehouse 
Management Solution, WMS. The 

A

FROM 

TECH 
TO THE 

TABLE

“Church Brothers Farms 
is one of our largest ERP 
customers and also has 

the highest trading volume 
through our EDI messaging 

platform, Famous Integrations 
Services (FIS).”

- Heather Hammack, 
President, Famous Software

By Jordan Okumura

FAMOUS SOFTWARE
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company has more than 20 trading 
relationships and we have processed 
millions of transactions on Church 
Brothers Farms’ behalf,” Heather 
Hammack, President of Famous 
Software, shares with me, adding that 
the company most recently implemented 
its IBM-Foodtrust solution for Walmart’s 
Blockchain Initiative. Church Brothers 
Farms has always been on the forefront 
of technology solutions with us.

Famous Software has developed a 
complete on-boarding process that 
demonstrates how customers, like 
Church Brothers Farms, can use the 
company’s FIS solution to transmit 
the correct information to Walmart’s 
blockchain network and achieve 
compliance. With the growth from a 
recent acquisition, Church Brothers 
Farms’ operations, the increase of 
volume, users, and transactions make it 
essential for the team to adapt a higher-
level tool throughout its business model. 
As of 2019, Church Brothers/True Leaf 
Farms is now shipping over one million 
boxes of fresh produce every week.

“The new sales talent that recently 
joined our team from an acquisition, 
found Famous Software to be user-
friendly, time-conscious, intuitive, and 
a simple and accurate system to use,” 
Steve Church, Co-Chairman, Church 
Brothers Farms, tells me, reflecting 
on the long-held relationship with the 
technology company. “From the sales 

side to cooling and shipping, the Famous 
Software solutions have changed the 
way we can do business day-to-day while 
helping to manage all the moving parts 
of a world-class organization.”

The Famous product standard 
features make the salesperson’s day as 
streamlined as possible. Creating Sales 
Orders is simple, allowing them to focus 
on selling product, not data entry. Its 
newest sales staff has commented on how 
quick getting information into the system 
can be.  

“Standard orders make it really easy 
to get orders in quickly and back up 
customers that you might not know a 
lot about. Add in the ability to copy 
purchase orders when sourcing product 
from regular vendors and you have 
a resource that saves both time and 

money,” says Kate Dutra of the Church 
Brothers Farms Sales Team. “The EDI 
integration is great as well and uses the 
electronic PO confirmations, ASN’s, and 
more for high volume customers.”

Accessing critical information has 
become easier for them as well.  

“The order inquiry function allows you 
to see every step in the process and 
every change along the way. The other 
software systems only allow you to see 
the first and last change, so this is a lot 
easier when trying to research any order 
issues,” Kate adds. 

Additionally, Famous Software’s ability 
to adapt to the needs of its customers 
is truly a gift to any company in the 
industry, as Church Brothers Farms 
experienced when it shared the demands 
of the operation with the tech company’s 
team. Famous Software is not a one-size-
fits-all strategizer, though it does have 
many pieces to fit any puzzle.

“While Famous Software can be 
deployed directly out of the box, many 
customers request specialized features, 
reports, and other modifications—like 
Church Brothers Farms,” Heather 
expresses. “Our talented consultants 
and developers will assist you with the 
analysis and programming necessary to 
accomplish any custom configuration or 
modification.”

Two decades of growth and partnership 
is testament alone to the possibilities of 
the joining of great minds. And when 
they are shared by companies like these, 
the bar is raised even higher.  

CB Harvesting top and tailed romaine harvest for its 
salad plant: True Leaf Farms

Church Brothers Farms pulls back the curtain on the inner 
workings of a well-oiled machine
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CASTLE ROCK 
VINEYARDS



Tendrıls
Vineof one

Growing premium California grapes is hard enough 
on its own. But, what does it take to be a heavy hitter 
in both wine and table grapes? The man himself, Al 
Good, shares all...

Two

By Melissa De Leon
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ne of my first lessons in produce was how to tell 
the difference between the growing trellises of 
wine grapes and those that weave a vineyard 
of table grapes. Watching the sun rise over 
renowned Paso Robles, California, on a warm 
summer morning, I am now on my way to 
see these two separate but sibling worlds come 
together again. Tendrils of the same vine.

“If it’s not good, you won’t find it here, and that goes for 
everything that we do.” Al Good is explaining the fundamental 
truth that fuels his businesses. We are now standing with the 
whirring sounds of winemaking at our backs at Shale Oak 
Winery, with beautiful vineyards spanning before us as far as 
the eye can see. 

Titled a holistic entrepreneurial farmer, Al may need no 
introduction, but I will give him one anyway. His passionate, 
driven, decorated career in produce is well-known and many 
look to him as a standard to aspire to in the industry. What 
many might not know is that this has laid the groundwork for a 
winery in one of the most premium regions for wine producing 
in the world. 

“Quality, quality, quality,” he emphasizes as we continue to 
roam the scenic grounds anyone would be lucky to call work. 
He may be sharing with me the most important part of 
either side of his businesses, or he may be reciting a mantra. 

Honestly, either is possible. Al’s is a mind that never stops 
working, even while giving a grand tour. 

On the other side of the property we meet with Laura Berryessa, 
Sales Manager at the 20-plus year old Castle Rock Vineyards, 
Al’s fresh produce operation. Together they help me understand 
how successful table grape growing burgeoned into an on-the-
rise-winery.

“At Castle Rock, our goal is not to be the biggest, but to be the 
best. It’s the same here. We want to grow and harvest only top-
quality product, and Al does the same at Shale Oak,” Laura 
explains. “To supply our partners with top-quality grapes 
throughout the season will always be our top priority.”

To understand how the wisdom behind Al’s approach came to 
be, I have to travel back in time two-plus decades to when Castle 
Rock Vineyards began to establish itself as a leader of growing 
and marketing premium California table grapes. This is by no 
means the beginning of Al’s story, which started in his home 
state of Virginia, far from Golden State staples like fresh grapes 
and top-tier wine-making, and before he was sent “kicking and 
screaming” to the West Coast. But for the sake of not making 
this too much about Al, who no matter how much he earns it 
doesn’t care much for the spotlight, I’ll go with the fruits of his 
experience. 

Castle Rock takes care to live up to the regal images its name 
conjures with everything it touches, including its practices, its 
product, and the brand that represents it all. 

All harvesting is done by hand 
at Castle Rock Vineyards to 
ensure the best eating quality
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“We can’t control market swings and tariffs, but we can control 
our quality,” Laura tells me. “Since we have no outside growers, it 
enables us to have full control over our crop. The growing, packing, 
marketing, and distributing of our fruit is not a task we take lightly. 
We take a lot of pride in what we do top to bottom.”

This can be found in Castle Rock’s sustainability practices, with 
the grower touting both Global Gap and Primus GPS certifications. 
Over the years, Castle Rock has remained committed to growing its 
grapes in an environmentally friendly and sustainable process that 
protects the water and soils that it farms.

“We also purchased a state-of-the-art pack line a few years back to 
enable us to pack many different clam and bag styles,” Laura adds 
of how the grower continues to cultivate its practices. “This business 
is ever changing and you have to be prepared to adjust at any given 
time.”

And those lessons, refined like an aged wine (I had to go there) 
have proven to be crucial building blocks that have set Shale Oak 
Winery up for the same promising future Castle Rock continues to 
assemble. So, I absolutely have to laugh when Al tells me what he 
knew about winemaking when he kicked off this latest project in 
2005.

“Nothing. I like to drink it!” he says sincerely. As we talk, we 
cross what I first took to be a moat around the tasting room. But 
Winemaker Curtis Hascall explains to me this is among the main 
sources of the operation’s irrigation—and of its LEED Certification. 

“When it rains, all the water will hit the rooftop and grooves of 
the building, which divert all the rainfall into the drain. When it’s 
pouring rain, we get a full-on waterfall, and there is a cutout in the 
cement around the pond that distributes the water to a pipe so that 
any extra flow goes back around for us to use to irrigate, landscape, 
and anything else we need to do with it,” Curtis shows me. “Of all 
the sustainable parts of the winery, that’s my favorite. Water is a big 
issue and that sustains it in a really creative way.”

More and more I see the overlap between the two industries I love, 
so much so that I have to ask: What are the key differences between 
growing wine grapes versus table grapes?

Premium 
California 
table grapes 
branded and 
packaged for 
perfection
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"If it’s not good, you 
won’t find it here, 
and that goes for 
everything that    

we do."

Al Good talks shop at Shale 
Oak Winery—a home away 
from home

–Al Good, Founder, Castle Rock 
Vineyards and Shale Oak Winery
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“There’s a lot more similarities than differences,” Al explains. 
“There is a lot more handwork in wine grapes than table grapes, a 
lot more labor. For table grapes, it’s about how they look and taste, 
whereas with wine grapes, it’s about how they drink. But, I would 
say we have a lot of the same practices on both sides. A lot of people 
like to use mechanical harvesting, which we do not like to do. We 
hand harvest because you’re picking the bunches that are right—
right sugar, right finish—and you go around more than once. We 
do it the same way at Castle Rock.”

Even prior to my visit, Al recently married the two sides of grape 
growing by introducing some of the wine industry to what Castle 
Rock offers, complemented by Shale Oak’s wine, of course.

“We recently had a wine industry gathering here with different 
wineries in the area, buyers, and guests, and we brought out some 
Castle Rock Sweet Celebration grapes. They were gone in no time,” 
Al laughs.

I will vouch for the tasty combo, but you can only get it when you 
visit the cool, modern, stained glass-accented tasting room of Shale 
Oak yourself. At least for now, because, like I said, Al has taken all 
his fresh produce lessons with him over to the wine business.

“Currently, we only sell the wine here at Shale Oak and the reason 
why is simple—I don’t trust distributors,” he says and we laugh. But, 
he insists on this as he continues to talk about the importance of 
relationships between any grower and buyer, no matter the product. 

“All we want to do is be appreciated, in grapes and in wine. That 

is it. The last thing I want to be is some number no one has a real 
conversation with. It’s all about the relationship.”

That relationship is a two-way street, and as important a step as it 
is, Al insists he never forgets when both sides are met...or aren’t. But 
he is not without reason. Business is business, and a new chapter is 
brewing for Shale Oak, now eyeing its 15th anniversary since its 
inception.

“We are in talks to sell in one supermarket chain. I can’t say who, 
but yes, we are considering it,” Al tells me in the same breath 
of discussing this need for relational awareness. “We have two 
processing facilities and a decent amount of acreage, so whatever 
does come, we will have the supply. We have the grapes, we have 
the land, and we have the resources.”

And the quality. This is the factor Al and Laura both say brings 
consumers from all over the world, whether it’s to Shale Oak’s 
tasting room or markets across the ocean demanding Castle Rock’s 
grapes. The reason is both singular and simple. Not easy by any 
means, but simple. 

“You can separate yourself through quality and customer service. 
That is why we stay in touch with customers’ demands and are 
always making sure we deliver exactly that,” Al assures.

To that, I have to give a definitive toast. Because I dare anyone to 
doubt the holistic entrepreneurial farmer who has managed to bag 
and bottle success.

There are more similarities than differences in growing wine and table grapes, allowing 
Al Good to bring Castle Rock's success to Shale Oak Winery 

THESNACK.NET / 35



FROM COACHELLA CALIFORNIA

FRESHENERGYFOODS.COM
661.322.6800

Join the Fresh Energy team and unlock 
your sales potential. 30% growth YOY with 
the Fresh Energy Date™ program.
Bolster your date program 
and visit us at PMA Booth 3573

MEDJOOL 
DATES



FROM COACHELLA CALIFORNIA

FRESHENERGYFOODS.COM
661.322.6800

Join the Fresh Energy team and unlock 
your sales potential. 30% growth YOY with 
the Fresh Energy Date™ program.
Bolster your date program 
and visit us at PMA Booth 3573

MEDJOOL 
DATES



�  �  �  � 



WINNER



T his up-and-comer is smart, edgy, and a mentor in the making. 
When we want someone to really invest their time in something 
like our IF List, we were sure that we would find kin in this Vice 

President of Marketing and Communications. So, we asked and she did 
not pass. Now, find out the inner workings of this produce gal and what 

makes her tick, even if just a what IF...

» The IF List «
Gabriela D’Arrigo

IF you could be born in another 
century or decade, which would it be 
and why?
I would have to say during the time of the 
Mayan Civilization. I am so fascinated by 
that culture. They were farmers who went 
on to build some of the most complex 
systems of cities and incredible temples, 
some of which still stand today. And their 
historical significance is undeniable.
 
IF you could be a character in any 
book, who would it be?
The first one that immediately comes 
to mind is Elizabeth Bennet in Pride 
and Prejudice. I admire her mind, spirit, 
and strength in a time where it was not 
commonplace for a woman to be known for 
that.
 
IF you had a super power, what would 
it be?
Right now? I’d have to say telekinesis. Ask 
me again in 10 years.
 
IF you could enhance one aspect of 
your intelligence, what would you 
improve?
My ability to learn different languages more 
quickly.
 
IF you had to choose now, what 
would your last meal consist of?
That’s a tough one, but there would 
definitely be some Sriracha 
involved. 

IF you wrote an 
autobiography, 
what would be the 
title?
Well, This Should 
Be Interesting.
 

VICE PRESIDENT OF MARKETING AND COMMUNICATIONS, 
D’ARRIGO BROS. OF NEW YORK

With Jordan Okumura

IF you could join a musician, dead or 
alive, on stage, to sing along or play an 
instrument with, who would it be and 
why?
Eric Clapton—because it’s Eric freakin’ Clapton. 
The man is a legend.
 
IF you could have an actor play you in a 
movie, who would you want?
I would say Zoe Saldana. I feel like she would 
capture my essence quite well.
 
IF you had to wear the same thing every 
day, what items of clothing would you 
pick?
Athleisure wear. I pretty much live in it already.
 
IF you were another species in the animal 
kingdom, what would you be?
A wolf. You can be part of a pack and a loner at 
the same time.
 
IF you could redo one moment or event in 
your life, which one would you choose and 
why?
This isn’t really answering the question but, I 
don’t believe in redos. With each moment 
and event, you live and you learn. Use that 
experience to be better.
 
IF you could imagine yourself in a 
different industry, what would it be?

Easy. The wine industry.

Sriracha HOT Chili Sauce

HUY FONG FOODS, INC.
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In the age of technology and high-quality convenience, Fresh Thyme 
Farmers Market is taking grocery retail back to its roots by shifting its 
format to mimic that of your local farmers market—with a twist! Scott 
Schuette discusses optimizing, technologizing, and adapting to stay 
competitive in the market while still staying true to its organic niche...

FRESH THYME
FARMERS MARKET

43



Scott Schuette
Vice President of Produce
Fresh Thyme Market

“Our latest evolution shows an 
expanded effort at being the best at 
all the core areas of our mission 

by staying hyper-focused to our core 
channel and customer.”

It is the weekend, and I have nowhere 
to be but exactly where I am. On this 
particular Saturday, it is the bustling 
farmers market. I wander from stall to 
stall, plucking yellow pears, handfuls of 
radishes, and leafy kales and lettuces, 
so rich and green, for my basket. As 
I pass by the pumpkins—palming a 
gourd so colossal I imagine baking 
the largest (and only!) pumpkin pie 
I’ve ever made—the intercom alerts 
shoppers—wait, the intercom? I look 
around, shaken out of my reverie to 
remember I am shopping in a Fresh 
Thyme Farmers Market, a Midwestern 
grocery chain with an ambiance and 
dedication to fresh produce similar to 
that of your local farmers market.
 
It’s an easy mistake to make given that 
it’s not a mistake at all, but a carefully 
constructed concept that pulls from 
Fresh Thyme’s mission to provide 
consumers real food at real values, all 
within the excitement of a farmers 
market-type atmosphere.
 

“Fresh Thyme Farmers Market continues 
to be the trusted neighborhood store 
that helps Midwestern consumers eat 
well and be well,” Scott Schuette, Vice 
President of Produce, explains to me. 

“Focusing more on our core channel of 

customers is the niche marketing that 
originally created this format. Ensuring 
that we are also cutting edge when it 
comes to leading trends and product 
innovation in the natural, organic world 
is where we excel.”
 
And excel it has, with Scott noting that 
the grocer has opened almost 100 
stores since first embarking on its retail 
journey only five years ago.
 

“Opening almost 100 stores within a 
five-year period of time is no easy 
accomplishment. Now that the strong 
store-count foundation has been 
laid, it is time for us to strengthen the 
walls,” Scott tells me. “The next year 
for Fresh Thyme will consist of slower 
new store growth, which will allow us 
to focus on a very aggressive training 
and development program designed to 
strengthen the core store teams.”
 
Part of this development program 
includes optimizing its operations on all 
fronts. While farmers markets around 
the world might have started off as a 
face-to-face exchange in the middle 
of towns, the concept is undergoing 
a remodel that Fresh Thyme is 
leading. Specifically, the grocer is 
technologizing the farmers market idea 
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and adapting it to be available at both 
brick and mortar and online.
 

“In produce, we resorted back to our 
original roots of what makes up a true 
farmers market: customer excitement 
of treasure-hunt type items. To provide 
these items to our customers every 
week, the produce department is 
currently implementing a revolutionary 
ordering forecast tool that utilizes 
artificial intelligence and our short 
five-year history,” Scott details. “This 
system is proving to be a gamechanger 
for better controlling potential out-
of-stock issues while greatly reducing 
shrink caused by over-ordering.”
 
Fresh Thyme has also converted 
its format to be available to online 
shoppers, a fact that both keeps it 
competitive in the vast retail market 
and fits well with its niche shoppers. 
I’m mostly referencing the brutal 
Midwest winters, which Scott notes 
have only reinforced the need for 
online grocery options—maybe 
unsurprising for those of you who 
live in states that experience all four 
seasons, unlike us in sunny California.
 

“Providing our customers with a viable 
option to online shopping has been one 
area of improvement that continues to 
grow for Fresh Thyme,” Scott says.
 
And, as it grows, Fresh Thyme 
continues to balance elements of 
nostalgia with new wave innovation. It 
is this balance that puts Fresh Thyme in 
its own category—one defined by the 

“wow” factor the retailer has refined 
by simply and consistently providing 
consumers with fresh, high-quality, 
natural, organic, and locally-sourced 
items at affordable pricing.

 
“Our produce department is one 
that exemplifies how we are best 
implementing our strategy. For 
example, we continue to increase our 
organic sales by improving our product 
assortment, promotional activity, 
and in-store merchandising,” Scott 
explains, cluing me into how Fresh 
Thyme chases after that “wow” factor. 
“Another one of our biggest success 
stories has been converting key 
conventional categories over to high-
performing organic categories. This 
has included categories like carrots, 
mushrooms, and, soon, packaged 
salads.”
 
In terms of promotions and in-store 
merchandising, Fresh Thyme drives 
consumer traffic to the produce 
department with commonly-used 
and effective front-page ad flyers and 
an easy-to-shop store layout staffed 
by engaging and passionate team 
members. But since it is Fresh Thyme 
we are talking about, there is, of course, 
a twist.
 

“Our customers can always count on 
being entertained by all of those 
above-and-beyond items not featured 
at other retailers,” Scott reveals.
 
In the past, these items have included 
unique finds like Michigan blueberries, 
pickling cucumbers, and bunched 
dill, along with other Midwest-grown, 
leading-edge, and trendy items.
 

“Promotions like these are made 
possible by our fast turnaround time 
from farms to distribution centers to 
stores,” Scott insists. “Our front-of-
the-store key merchandising strategy, 
quickly expedited retail price changes, 
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and in-store promotional signage 
software allows us to be quick and 
nimble at putting those unique, great 
value offerings in place, mostly within 
24 hours.”
 
All of Fresh Thyme’s stores also 
carry out aggressive promotional 
retail strategies, like front entrance 
merchandising. When coupled with its 
ever-changing assortment of items, it 
is no surprise that the grocer’s stores 
are always humming with new and 
returning shoppers insistent upon 
perusing its wares.
 

“These are the pillars moving the 
needle at Fresh Thyme,” Scott declares. 

“Another rewarding initiative we’ve 
implemented is partnering our produce 
teams with our front-end cashiers. Not 
only has the partnership strengthened 
cashier item identification, but it has 
also created additional customer 
service advocates for supporting our 
produce assortment.”
 
Scott discloses that many retailers 
struggle with how to ensure item 
identification at the front registers—a 
struggle that can result in a loss of 
sales and profits.
 

“Our recent success story has gained a 
lot of traction and, as a result, we have 
found some valuable solutions for our 
wholesale suppliers,” Scott describes. 

“The knowledge and development from 
this partnership continue to improve 
our culture while following the core 
mission of Fresh Thyme.”
 
This core mission Scott references 
also includes staying at the forefront 
of growth opportunities. In this vein, 
the grocer is updating its produce 

department to feature self-service, 
fresh-squeezed (or pressed) juice bars.
 

“We are capitalizing on the ongoing 
and rapidly evolving fresh-squeezed 
juice category. A limited number of test 
stores are operating full-service juice 
bars that provide both fresh bottled 
juices and freshly made glasses of 
your favorite fruit or veggie smoothie 
combination,” says Scott.
 
Perks like the juice bars only fortify 
Fresh Thyme’s farmers market concept. 
The juice bars, in   particular, add value 
to the communities they reside in, 
similar to that of a farmers market and 
different from the produce aisles found 
in traditional retailers.
 
Additional programs, event 
sponsorships, support for local 
nonprofits, and a commitment to the 
environment also bring something 
special to Fresh Thyme’s community of 
shoppers, building on its “wow” factor 
from the inside out and illustrating the 
lengths Fresh Thyme’s unique concept 
can take it. And even with its expansion 
to include the online marketplace, the 
community remains one of its core 
focuses.
 

“Our latest evolution shows an 
expanded effort at being the best at all 
the core areas of our mission by staying 
hyper-focused to our core channel and 
customers,” Scott concludes. “Being 
the best at everything to everyone is 
nearly impossible to do, especially with 
a smaller footprint like Fresh Thyme. 
But we continue to try to be the best 
in our field by providing the healthiest 
foods at the healthiest values—our top 
priority.”
 
With a solid foundation in place for 
both online and brick and mortar, Fresh 
Thyme Farmers Market is treading a 
path I only foresee more consumers 
flocking to. In an age where everything 
is changing in the span of a single 
grocery trip, Fresh Thyme Farmers 
Market is offering a slice of grocery life 
that is both innovative and familiar—a 
combination that will surely only spell 
success for years to come.   
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Nothing beats unfurling 
the perfect mandarin 
beneath whirls of bulbous 
skin. The craze over 

snacking mandarins blew up in the 
early 2000s when a mix of high 
quality, convenience, and health 
revolutionized the produce category. 
Several years down the road, 
companies are still investing in the 
tiny-but-mighty fruit because the 
value of such a product continues 
to increase. The California-based 
third-generation farming operation, 
Fowler Packing Company, just 
gained some skin in the game with 
its new Peelz™ mandarin brand.

Starting at the beginning of the 
California mandarin season in 
November, Peelz will be offered in 
one-, two-, three-, and five-pound 
packs to retailers across the country. 
While the company has represented 
the category for nearly 20 years, it 
now offers its own brand directly to 
customers.

The eclectic Peelz packaging 
is supported by an energetic 
marketing campaign focused 
on targeted demos, digital 
campaigns, displays, and 
giveaways, all while supporting 
the individual retailer’s needs. 
From the royal blue backdrop 
to the sweet peelz smile, these 
packages will put a twinkle in the 
consumer’s eye and dazzle on retail 
shelves. It’s no secret that Fowler 
Packing makes good on its promise 
to deliver the highest quality 
products to its customers, but now 
it will also be known as a trusted 
source in the mandarin category.

A Closer Look at 
Fowler Packing Peelz™ 
California Mandarins
By Chandler James
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POTATO

This heavyweight category has gone from a fresh 
produce department vegetable in the stands to a 
featured guest across retail formats and foodservice 
menus. The question is not if retailers will tap into 

their growing potential, but how. In this 44th issue of The 
Snack Magazine, we take the temperature of some of our 
industry friends who share their personal and professional 
thoughts on a booming segment as we rally for the 
coveted holiday push…

SNACKChat
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“As sweet 
potatoes gain 

more popularity 
at various 
retail venues, 
merchants 
are seeking 

more value-
added options to 

provide to their 
customer base. Consumers scan the 
produce department for convenient, 
fresh, and healthy options, which can 
also be defined as ‘quick and easy,’ 
but until recently, ‘quick and easy’ 
wasn’t necessarily synonymous with 
cooked vegetables. The traditional 
consumer mindset that cooking 
sweet potatoes can be a long process 
has been remedied by a handful of 
microwaveable options. Wada Farms 
has pioneered a good portion of these 
value-added options by producing a 
single-serve option such as the Easy 
Baker Microwaveable Sweet Potato to 
a 1.5 lb Steamer Bag of Mini Sweets 
that can easily feed households from 
three to five individuals. Along with 
value-added products, there is a steady 
demand for organic sweet potatoes. 
While the nutritional properties 
between conventional- and organically-
grown vegetables remains in steady 
debate, the organic market continues 
to expand in every produce department 
across the country. Wada has focused 
our organic growth in mostly orange 
fleshed varieties, but we see potential 
in other varietal segments down the 

road.”

ERIC BECK, Director of Marketing, 
Wada Farms

Sweet Potato and Honey Pancakes

“We’ve started 
using the 

Baby Sweet 
Potatoes more 
and more, mainly 
because it’s what 

seems to be the 
favorite way for 

our kids to enjoy 
them. It’s such an easy 

item to prepare and serve; just quarter-
cut them and lay them out on a baking 
sheet with some olive oil, salt, and 
pepper. Especially this time of year, the 
weather cools down, football games are 
on, and friends come over to enjoy the 
season. I’m glad we stuck with getting 
this smaller-sized potato to market and 
we are excited to see them promoted 
in stores—watching as the new ways 
of using them evolves. The Babies are 

really going to be a big hit.”

MICHAEL VALPREDO, President, 
Country  Sweet Produce

“From a simple 
side dish to 

the main course, 
sweet potatoes 
can fill any role 
on the breakfast, 

lunch, or dinner 
plate! With a wide 

variety of colors and 
sizes available, they can be transformed 
into almost any shape to create a sweet 
or savory meal. Sweet potatoes are a 
southern staple and my family is always 
excited when I bring my homemade 
sweet potato casserole adorned with 
pecans and marshmallows to a holiday 
dinner! Consumer demand for a healthy, 
versatile product is on the rise and 
sweet potatoes are the perfect fit to 

satisfy any craving!”

REBECCA SCOTT, Grower Accounting/
Marketing, Nash Produce

Baked Sweet Potato Wedges

Sweet Potato Casserole
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“Sweet potatoes 
have the 

right first name—
SWEET!  They 
are packed 
with fiber 

and nutrition; 
vitamins A, C, E, 

and K; potassium; 
and magnesium. 

Growing up, they were primarily a 
wintertime/holiday favorite, now they 
are enjoyed year-round in multiple 
ways. My three favorites are: baked 
with a little butter and brown sugar; 
sweet potato fries (they must be 
crispy) lightly dipped in ranch dressing; 
and a southern favorite that I have 
grown to love is sweet potato casserole, 
with brown sugar and pecan topping 
that is crunchy!”

GENE HARRIS, Senior Purchasing 
Manager/ Travel Administrator, 
Denny’’s Corp.

“My favorite 
variety of 

sweet potatoes 
is our Stokes 
Purple Sweet 
Potatoes, which 
have purple skin 

and flesh—they 
are one of a kind! I 

love how dense the 
texture is, so they aren’t mushy or fall 
apart when cooking. They also aren’t 
cloyingly sweet, so I use them for 
savory preparation all the time—my 
favorite being Stokes Purple® Sweet 
Potato Salad with Chipotle Vinaigrette! 
The heat and acidity balances so well 
with the sweetness. I am not much of 
a ‘sweets’ person, however our Stokes 
Purple Sweet Potato Pie recipe is 
unreal! It is truly the first time I have 
eaten sweet potato pie and loved it!

Merchandising the Stokes Purple Sweet 
Potatoes alongside regular orange or 
red sweet potatoes is the best way 
to execute. Retailers can grab the 
attention of the sweet potato shopper 
without compromising a sale. Those 
who buy Stokes Purple Sweet Potatoes 
still buy regular orange sweet potato, 
and they come back for more. Of 
course, the holiday season is the best 
time to promote the Stokes as that is 
when sweet potato consumption is at 
its highest. However, January’s focus 
on healthy eating is a great time since 
shoppers are looking to incorporate 
more sweet potatoes in their diet since 
they’re more nutritious, and add color 
to the plates. Stokes Purple is higher 
in antioxidants than blueberries and 
has a low glycemic index. It appeals to 
everyone from body builders to those 
managing diabetes.”

ALEX BERKLEY, Director of Sales, Frieda’s 
Specialty  Produce

Roasted Sweet Potatoes and Herbs

Sweet Potato Fries

“Sweet potatoes 
have always 

given me fond 
memories of 
Thanksgiving. 
We didn’t serve 

them much 
at everyday 

meals when I was 
young, but as I’ve gotten 

older and learned to cook for myself, 
I’ve tried to slip them in year-round. I 
especially love roasted sweet potatoes 
with herbs! However, after a long day 
of work, my favorite meals are the 
quick and easy ones. A friend at RPE, 
Inc. gave me some Tasteful Selections™ 
samples to try after a show. They were 
so easy and delicious! Pre-washed 
and prepped mini sweet potatoes in a 
convenient microwave tray that cook 
in 5 ½ minutes and come in a variety 
of flavors from savory to sweet…what’s 
not to love?!? These are always on my 

grocery list now!”

MOLLY EDENFIELD, Member Relations, 
Southeast Produce Council, Inc.

Stokes Purple Sweet Potato Salad
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WINDSET FARMS®

John Newell,
Owner and COO,
Windset Farms®52



proud

The care Windset imparts onto its 
vegetables is obvious; you can sense it 
all the way down to the roots. Founded 
in 1996 by the Newell family, it began 
as a four-acre bell pepper greenhouse 
in Abbotsford, British Columbia—or 
as John Newell, Owner and Chief 
Operating Officer, says, with a single 
bell pepper. Since then, it has grown 
into an 800-plus-acre operation 
spanning multiple facilities across North 
America. With greenhouses in Delta and 
Abbotsford, British Columbia, and Santa 
Maria, California, Windset now has the 
produce power to deliver its customers 
delicious, nutrient-rich produce year-
round.

“Windset’s mission has always been the 
same: feeding people the freshest and 
most flavorful products possible,” John 

GREENHOUSE
By Anne Allen

Morning light filters in 
through the windows 
of Windset Farms®’ 
greenhouses, settling over 

the plants and filling the room with an 
inescapable glow. It smells of the earth 
as we walk down the rows, a fresh scent 
that lingers long after we’ve departed.
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technologies and responsible growing 
practices while continuously searching 
for new product varieties and efficient 
ways to grow has allowed us to excel.” 

Standing apart from the pack is no easy 
feat, but Windset knows how to combine 
its sustainability initiatives with products 
that consumers clamor for. 

“Snacking varieties have been a growing 
trend amongst consumers,” he remarks. 

“These smaller-sized tomatoes are easy 
to eat and incorporate into meals, and 
they’re popular with all ages. We use 
resealable Top Seal packaging, which is 
designed to merchandise tomato items 
more efficiently on the shelf and lets 
consumers snack on the go!” 

Not only does Windset have its snacking 
tomatoes, it recently added Fresco® 
Baby Cucumbers to its line of products. 
Packed with the same nutrients, taste, 

Included in these industry-setting 
standards are Windset’s water 
conservation, energy conservation, 
and renewable energy initiatives. Its 
Ultra-Clima Greenhouse® transforms 
the growing environment from a 
passive climate to an active one, where 
growing parameters such as heat, 
humidity, pressure, and air movement 
can be controlled. The use of thermal 
screens increases heat retention at 
night, meaning less energy is used 
throughout the day. Its irrigation drain 
water is collected, filtered, treated, 
and recirculated back to the plants 
themselves. To top it off, all of Windset’s 
facilities have green waste composting 
programs to ensure that it returns 
biological material back into the soil, 
helping lower its overall carbon footprint. 

“In any industry, differentiating from 
our competitors can be a challenge,” 
John states. “Using state-of-the-art 

Try these juicy Fresco® 
Baby Cucumbers with a 
delicious dip 

tells me as we dive into the short but 
storied history of the company.  

One theme immediately stands out to 
me, though, and I press John for more 
details. As the years have progressed, 
many companies within our industry 
have taken on the health of our planet 
as a personal mission. Windset Farms 
counts itself among these champions of 
the Earth, and it’s apparent how close 
this mission is to John’s heart. 

“Sustainability is of utmost importance, 
making sure we are doing everything 
possible to operate sustainably for our 
planet and future generations. Over time, 
Windset has become a leader in setting 
some of the highest standards regarding 
seed selection, pest control management, 
post-harvest handling, traceability, 
packaging, and transportation. We never 
stop looking for ways to improve for our 
customers and our planet,” John says. 
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chain,” John explains. “We’re able to do 
this by using recyclable, biodegradable, 
and compostable materials.”

Not only is the packaging—like all of 
Windset’s products—sustainable and 
Earth-conscious, it’s fun, too. Each 
Windset item is packaged in a unique 
bold color with an art- or music-themed 
name. This eye-catching packaging 
stands out on the shelves in stores and 
helps consumers easily recognize the 
Windset produce they know and love—a 
win-win for both the buy-side and the 
supply-side. 

As we continue to chat about this 
newest addition to the Windset family, 
John remarks on how the Fresco Baby 
Cucumbers fit into the company’s overall 
values. 

“Fresco Baby Cucumbers are grown to 
the highest standards regarding quality, 
taste, sustainability, and shelf life! They 
are a welcome addition to the family and 

align perfectly with our line of snackable 
products, including our cherrry and 
medley tomatoes, mini peppers, and 
mini cucumbers!” he proclaims. 

John leaves me with a teaser of things 
to come, purposefully leaving me on 
tenterhooks. I try to convince him to 
share, but he remains steadfast. One 
thing I know for sure is that this 
innovative greenhouse grower will never 
be satisfied. There will always be new 
products to trial, new greenhouses to 
build, and a planet to save. 

While we wait, I’ll be incorporating the 
lessons I’ve learned from Windset into 
my own life. Sometimes, all you need is 
to stop and smell the Earth.

texture, and freshness of a Windset 
cucumber, these baby cukes are also 
seedless, making them the ultimate 
snacking cucumber. 

“This is a completely new product 
offering to consumers who are not used 
to seeing such small cucumbers on the 
shelves,” John shares with me. “Unlike  
mini and long English cucumbers, all 
you have to do with these are wash and 
toss into your favorite salad, or pop them 
right into your mouth!”

This product, fitting in once again with 
Windset’s impressive sustainability 
approach, is also packaged in resealable 
Top Seal packaging which keeps the 
product fresher longer for consumers. 
Resealable film makes it an easy 
grab-and-go item for people to snack 
throughout the day. 

“Windset believes that packaging 
innovation is a must to reduce plastics 
and other materials within our supply 

Windset Farms® now 
offers its Fresco® 
Baby Cucumbers

“Sustainability is of utmost importance, making sure we 
are doing everything possible to operate sustainabily 

for our planet and future generations.”
—John Newell, Owner and COO, Windset Farms®
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Growing up in Southern 
California, the Pacific Ocean 
is one of  my tops. But so is our 
hideaway cabin in Southern 

Colorado.

I love comedy, in general, and get a kick 
out of  ‘I Love Lucy.’ I’ve seen every 

episode at least twice.

2

CHRISTINA WARD
Director of Global Brand Marketing, Sunkist Growers

MY FAVORITE THINGS

The marketing maven has been conducting an out-of-this-world 
campaign to get as many consumers clamoring for citrus as 

possible. But what are a few of  her favorite things when she has 
time to take a beat? We find out here…

1 I love live music. My latest show 
was The Rolling Stones in Santa 

Clara, but I’ve been to over 200 
shows last time I checked.

Flying

1 2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

Concerts

My Family

Place of Zen

Space

Shabu Shabu

6 Spicy Grapefruit 
Guacamole

Puggles

I Love Lucy

My husband and my son have 
my heart. Being a new mom, 

it’s a new world for me.

I geek out over all things space 
and what’s going on with 

space tourism.

“

3We found our Puggle at the 
Humane Society, and she is the 

sweetest thing. I’m obsessed.

Shabu Shabu is a Japanese 
delicacy, and my mouth waters 
every time I think of  that dish.

4“
6

I make the Sunkist Spicy Grapefruit 
Guacamole on the regular. This is not a 

shameless plug—it’s a real addiction.

It’s my dream to get my private 
pilot’s license (one fine day). I 
have eight flight hours in the 
books…still a ways to go.

”

”

8

“ ”5

7
9
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If you hear someone shout 
Olé you know there is a 
party nearby. And West Pak 
Avocados does, too.

The company is showcasing 
its Viva Avocados for those 
retailers who want a pop of color 
across retail shelves and for the 
consumer that desires a fiesta 
in every bite. Avocados turn fun 
with friends into a festive occasion 
any time. The Viva Avocados 
team knows that these tasty little 
numbers are perfect for sharing, 
toasting, gathering, indulging, and 
celebrating life year-round.

Considered healthier than 
bananas, Viva Avocados serve up 
nearly 20 vitamins, minerals, and 
beneficial plant compounds that 
can enhance the nutrient quality 
of any diet. And, did someone say 
good fats? Virtually one of the 
only fresh fruits with healthy fats, 
avocados can play a two-for-one 
role to help people meet daily fruit 
and good fat recommendations. 
Dressed to impress in grab-and-
go bags with the American Heart 
Association’s Health-Check mark, 
Viva Avocados are ready to catch 
the eyes of consumers in big, bold 
displays in the fresh produce 
department.

Perfect to top a favorite burger, 
add depth to soups and salads, 
or as a main course, avocados 
provide delicious reasons to 
celebrate. And let’s not forget 
about guacamole, everyone’s 
favorite dip! Viva Avocados!

A Closer Look at 
Viva Avocados
By Jordan Okumura
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COMMIT TO IT ON PAPER 
Write down your career plan, values, objectives, and 
criteria. Compare opportunities against that plan, not just 
other opportunities, or even your present employer.

DEVELOP TARGET JOBS AND/OR COMPANIES 
This should be based on your criteria. Evaluate and study 
them. Network with people who already work there.

INTERVIEWS ARE OPPORTUNITIES 
This is a chance to get to know people and companies. 
Go into an interview prepared to both share and ask 
questions. Remember, in addition to the employer 
getting to know you professionally, this is your chance to 
collect information about them. How does their company 
and job opening(s) align with your plan, priorities, and 
career path? As long as this is done respectfully, your 
interest should be appreciated. A fair warning: Some 
hiring managers do not like being “interviewed,” i.e. 
asked too many probing questions...especially if they 
don’t have the answers. Use your discretion.

ost of us know that the best time to find 
a job is when you have a job. There is 
something psychologically attractive for 
some employers about hiring someone 
currently employed, and I get it to a degree. 

But, I also know that it does not always mean that the 
person who just left one company for yours is the right 
fit. That goes both ways—companies are not always the 
right fit for the person, either.

When both the company and candidate know their 
objectives and priorities, and take some time in the 
process, the odds improve for both parties. I could take 
this story in a few directions from here, but in the interest 
of brevity, it will be about people who need a job and are 
eager to get to work.
 
Too often, we set out to find the right job and end
up settling for just...a job. Or just enough money to
meet or exceed our financial target. We start with
good intentions, but the “tick-tock” of time versus our
personal burn rate gets louder, and before we know it,
we’ve accepted a job that meets some of our needs,
but perhaps does not really align with our values and/or
long-term career objectives.

Believe it or not, I have encountered this once or twice in 
my (ahem) years in produce, both personally as well as 
with candidates. Here are my conclusions:

DEVELOP A PLAN
It may not be perfect and it may not have all the answers, 
but it’s a start and it’s better than the “no-plan plan” for 
those Along Came Polly movie fans. Your plan is a living 
document, and should be reviewed and updated on an 
ongoing basis. 

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

True
Pathto

your
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KEEP YOUR EYES OPEN AND LEARN
Just like every interview is an opportunity, many
conversations are opportunities to learn from and share.
Network and connect whenever and wherever possible.

BE PATIENT 
Choose carefully and with strategic intent. Don’t settle 
for a job or company that doesn’t fit your priorities, 
values, plan, and long-term objectives.

PRACTICE GRATEFULNESS 
This helps in so many ways, and sometimes alleviates the 
false sense of urgency we can create out of our “need” 
to make more money and/or have more of a title. Move 
for the right reasons based on your plan, path, and 
destination. 

fit into your long-term plans? Do you even have a long-
term career destination? Do you have an idea how to get 
there? What skills and experience do you need to acquire 
or develop to build your career? What are your values? 
What are your priorities? Answer these questions on 
paper for yourself first.

FOCUS! Now that you have a plan and have at least 
some idea as to your destination and career path, 
focus on that and your priorities. 

ACT! That means GO! Take steps that are directionally 
congruent with your path and destination objectives. 
Work towards those goals and stay as true to your 
plan, path, and destination as possible. 

You’re much more likely to get where you’re going when 
you know the destination and the direction, even if it’s 
just the general direction. If you get lost, I hope these 
tips help give you the tools to stay true to your path.

Carpe Diem.

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 and 
President 

Joe Produce Search℠

Rex Lawrence 

2
1

Now, before you rush to update your resume and start 
applying to all those jobs on JoeProduce.com: Think. 
Plan. Focus. Act. Or, as I like to say, “Ready, aim, and 
shoot.” In that order.

If that clock is ticking LOUDER, and you find yourself 
applying to something miles away from the path that 
leads to your longer-term goals, stop. Breathe. Now, 
think about your main goals and priorities. Where do 
you want to be in ten years? How do your decisions now 
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BELIEVE
Organics
We

in

For more information
come check us out at:

highlinemushrooms.com
Booth #2167





Preheat oven to 350° F. Line muffin tray with muffin baking liners. 

Combine dry ingredients: rolled oats, brown sugar, baking powder, and sea 
salt. Mix well. 

In a separate bowl, combine wet ingredients: egg white, egg, almond milk, 
honey, and orange juice. Mix well. 

Stir wet ingredients into dry ingredients. Gently fold in raspberries. Scoop 
mixture into empy muffin liners. 

Bake for 20-22 minutes, or until golden brown. 

Tip: Use gluten-free oatmeal if sensitive to gluten.

To learn more about Bee Sweet Citrus, visit www.beesweetcitrus.com

1
2

3

4

5

ORANGE OATMEAL BITES

1 Bee Sweet Citrus navel orange, juiced
3 cups rolled oats
½ cup brown sugar
1½ tsp baking powder
¼ tsp sea salt
1 egg white
1 egg
½ cup almond milk
½ cup honey
½ cup raspberries

Prep Time: 10 min
Cook Time: 20-22 min
Serves: 3-4 people

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?Bee Sweet Citrus
Navel Oranges
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Spooky and citrus seasons unite
as our industry continues to close the gap on providing high-demand 

varieties year-round. So, whether consumers want to enjoy one of the most 
sustainably-packed produce items of all or simply have fun with a new 
jack-o’-lantern alternative, we’ve got you covered with all the citrus your 

shoppers could need…
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Differentiated from other orange varieties by 

thin, slightly pebbly rind and occassional seeds

Orange blossom

Perfect balance of sweet and tart flavors; high 

juice content

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Rich pink pulp with orange exterior; few seeds, 

if any

Pleasingly tropical

Extremely sweet with a tangy cranberry-like 

zing and cherry undertones

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Small navel formation on the blossom end, 

easy-to-peel, and virtually seedless

Sweet, floral

Refreshingly tart with rich vanilla finish and 

cherry undertones

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Unique rounded middle, flat top and bottom, medium-sized fruit 

with deep orange smooth, glossy skin; seedless and easy-to-peel

Sweet, wildflower, pomegranate

Crisp apricot nectar flavor and a rich “raisin-y” aftertaste

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Navel Orange

Blood Orange

Cara Cara Orange

Valencia Orange

Clementine, W. Murcott, & Tango

Page Mandarin
Prominent circle on blossom end

Crisp, citrus scent

Rich flavor

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Deep maroon interior with very few seeds and 

orange/red blushed exterior; easy to peel

Mildly-floral with earthy papaya fragrance

Rich, tart plum flavor with wild raspberry overtones

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR
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Varying in shape from flat to necked, peel 

and segment easily, seedless

Sweet honeysuckle aroma

Refreshing with warm, tropical hints

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Satsuma Mandarin

Gold Nugget Mandarin
Bright and slightly bumpy rind, seedless, sweet, 

and easy-to-peel

Sweet citrus

Rich

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA
FLAVOR

Cross between a regular lemon and a mandarin 

orange; bright yellow or rich and orange-yellow 

color

Rich, lemon blossom/floral, sweet lime, lemon, and 

mandarin

Intensely sweet, deep citrus flavor

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Meyer Lemon

Two different types are virtually indistinguishable from each other; bright 

yellow with medium to slightly pebbly skin; most popular citrus fruit used in 

cooking today

Crisp, floral smell

Distinct tangy flavor that complements both sweet and savory foods

 

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Eureka & Lisbon Lemon

Pink Variegated Lemon
Pink on the inside with a yellow and green-striped rind

Bright, crisp

Slightly less acidic than conventional lemons

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR
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Largest of all citrus fruit; thick, dark green peel that 

fades to yellow as season progresses

Zesty; slightly tropical with a hint of jasmine and 

lime

Sweet with a candied almond aftertaste

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Oro: Slightly larger than grapefruit, thick 

green-yellow rind; Melo: Larger than Oro, 

thinner rind

Both are sweet

Oro: Juicy, sweet, bitter membranes; Melo: 

Sweet, but less than pummelo

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Oro Blanco & Melo Gold

Pummelo

Grapefruit
Yellow skin with a pink blush, flesh varies from light pink to 

deep red

Subtly sweet, sour cherry

Perfect balance of sweet and tart flavors; extremely juicy

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Overall blush on the exterior peel with a deep red 

interior color; up to 10 times redder than the Ruby 

Red

Bright and floral

Surprisingly sweet with a hint of zing

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Texas Rio Red
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Cross between a grapefruit and tangerine; a 

deep orange with a knob-like formation at the 

stem end; few, if any, seeds; peels easily

Robust, tart orange aroma

Bold, tangy flavor and bursting with juice

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Minneola Tangelo

Not related to a lemon or a lime; considered a 

micro-citrus with tiny fruit pearls in a wide range 

of colors

Unique, refreshing lime

Similar to a lemon-lime-grapefruit combination

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA
FLAVOR

Generally round with straw-yellow flesh and a 

thin, leathery skin; ranging from light green to 

yellow

Highly crisp aromatic attributes

Fresh, tangy taste

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Typically sold while still dark green in color; 

gradually turn light green as they ripen; 

virtually seedless

 Spicy, floral

Distinctive piney flavor

ATTRIBUTES

AROMA

FLAVOR

Persian Lime

Key Lime (Mexican or West Indian Lime)

Finger Lime

Source | Category information provided by The Snack and AndNowUKnow citrus contributors
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Muddle the mint in a glass to bring out the flavor. Add the alcohol, if using. 

Add ice and then add Fruit World mandarin juice, almond extract, and lime 
juice. Stir to combine all ingredients.

Garnish with a strip of Fruit World mandarin peel and mint leaves. Enjoy!

Tip: Bourbon pairs well with this drink. Replace almond extract with 1 tbsp of 
amaretto liqueur for a sweeter taste. 

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

1
2

3

FRESH MANDARIN MIXER

½ cup Fruit World mandarin juice, 
freshly squeezed (about 2-3 mandarins)

1 oz spirit of choice (optional)
1 tbsp lime juice, freshly squeezed
1 drop almond extract
Handful fresh mint
Ice

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 1

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
Fruit World Organic 
and Conventional 

Mandarins
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I’m all for anything colorful: 
rainbow carrots, bell peppers, 
cauliflower, if it’s got color, 
it’s got my eye. Now, I have 

tomatoes to give me another 
splash of life to my food. Pure 
Flavor® is featuring the Sangria 
Tomato Medley—a line of tomatoes 
that makes me want to put them in 
literally everything I make.

These little fruits are bursting 
with not only a sweet flavor, but  
potassium, fiber, iron, and vitamins 
A and C. Consumers can quarter 
and sprinkle them in a salad, roast 
them in a savory snack over some 
hard bread, or pop them in the 
oven with herbs and spices as 
a centerpiece for the dinner (or 
breakfast, brunch, or lunch!) table. 

The possibilities are endless and 
will keep consumers coming 
back for more, especially with the 
resealable, pint-sized packs. With 
such beautiful colors to display, 
the packs feature an eye-catching 
trim to accentuate the attractive 
hues and shapes of the little 
globes. But if consumers can’t stop 
eating them, the Sangria pack also 
comes in Top Seal packages and 
clamshells of various sizes. These 
year-round beauties are available 
in an organic option to boot, so 
there’s a little bit of something for 
everyone!

As is the trend nowadays, cameras 
eat first. The pop of color from the 
Sangria Tomato Medley is sure to 
attract any Instagram opportunity, 
garnering social media popularity 
and increasing consumer interest. 
From snacks to meals, the Sangria 
Tomato Medley Pack is a great 
pairing for any dish.

A Closer Look at Pure 
Flavor® Sangria® Tomato 
Medley
By Lilian Diep
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These luscious stalks were once simply known for their Bloody Mary roles and Ants-on-
a-Log usage options. Nowadays, you can find them at the center of the juicing craze 
and even steamed, stir fried, and creamed into delicious dishes. While their staple uses 
will always be winners in our book, it’s nice to see celery take to the center of fresh 
produce destinations for its flair and flavor. Let’s check out some celery stats from our 
friends at IRI who help put the celery “fun” in the category’s functionality!
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stat 1

stat 2

stat 3

The celery plant can grow 
over three feet tall and 

retains much of its nutritional 
value when steamed.

In the past, people used 
celery to treat problems like 
toothaches and arthritis.

$494.3 Mil 
$93.5 Mil +23.3%

426.1 Mil
27.3 Mil +6.8%

$124.6 Mil 
$24.5 Mil +24.5%

49.0 Mil
7.3 Mil +17.4%

Dollar Sales
Dollars vs YA

Pound Sales
Pounds vs YA

Dollar Sales
Dollars vs YA

Pound Sales
Pounds vs YA

Data Source | IRI Last 52 weeks ending Aug 11, 2019 vs YA
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Conventional

Conventinal Dollar Growth
+23.3%

Organic Dollar Growth
+24.5%

stat 3

Organic

Value Add $494.3 Mil$325.1 Mil

$124.6 Mil

Nibbling on celery stalks 
helps clean your teeth and 

mouth after a meal.

Celery contains vitamin C to 
help heal your cuts and wounds.

Fact Source | Washington State University material funded by USDA’s Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, SNAP

$325.1 Mil 
$45.3 Mil +16.2%

125.4 Mil
7.0 Mil +5.9%

$944.0 Mil 
$163.3 Mil +20.9%

600.6 Mil
41.5 Mil +7.4%

Dollar Sales
Dollars vs YA

Pound Sales
Pounds vs YA

Dollar Sales
Dollars vs YA

Pound Sales
Pounds vs YA
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the soil that produces those flavors on a 
temperate morning. It doesn’t matter what 
time of year it is, William assures me the 
mild chill and warm sun are present most 
days in this microclimate haven. 

Bleu Belle Farms looks to be what 
we agree can only be described as 

“grandma’s garden gone haywire.” A single 
house, barn, and stand-alone greenhouse 
sit on about an acre. Hearing chickens, 
William shows me around behind the 
house where a solar-powered fence keeps 
the hens and roosters from wandering 
near rows of almost-ripe tomatoes. 

as Dominique and I both say, she has 
a general direction she wants to take 
the farm and hired me the way she 
would a chef. I have my own ideas and 
aspirations for the farm—my kitchen—
and we sit down together to talk about 
what is out there, what we want, and I 
run with it. It’s very collaborative.” I am 
speaking with William Henpenn, who 
runs Chef Dominique’s Sonoma-based 
Bleu Belle Farm, the source for the 
unique flavors propelling her style into a 
sensation.

Seemingly a world away from Atelier 
Crenn’s urban home, I am standing on 

ucked in between too many 
restaurants to choose from 
amongst the complex scene that 
is San Francisco, California, 

is a movement created by one woman. 
One amazing woman. In the small space 
that is Atelier Crenn, Chef Dominique 
Crenn has deeply intertwined the roots 
of her restaurant with those of her menu 
ingredients to the point where you can’t 
tell where the story starts and the supply 
ends. They are one.

“The restaurant and the farm are 
intertwined, they have to be. As to how 
that changes Bleu Belle Farm’s story, 

T

By Melissa De Leon

A  CU LI N A RY
TH U M B

William Hennpenn, General Manager for Chef Dominique Crenn’s Bleu Belle 
Farm, operates as though he is a chef in the kitchen and the crops are just 
at the back of the walk-in
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By Melissa De Leon

governing the farm that brings the 
flavors of the plants directly to patrons 
of Atelier Crenn, William was a chef 
and restaurateur, having plated, sipped, 
and spooned in both Portland, Oregon, 
where he owned his own restaurants, 
and New York City, New York.

“I was a trained chef for about 15 years, 
and I owned a couple of restaurants up 
in Portland for about five years. I then 
went to the front of the house to see 
what they think and ended up in New 
York City for a while. I’m very happy 
I survived those years in New York; 
weather-wise I’m a West Coast person. I 
grew up outside, and in the end, that’s 
just what I wanted. That eventually led 
to ag and working on a farm,” he shares 
of his journey to this current world 
he is now immersed in. “I was always 
drawn to farmers. All my restaurants, 
even in Portland, worked farm-to-table. 
So, I knew I wanted to supply local 
restaurants.”

It was two visions meeting to form a 
perfect picture. William tells me he and 
Chef Dominique, as well as her team, 
work together toward the direction they 
want to go with growth, and she often 
gives him a culinary direction to seek out 
unique flavors and products.

“As a farmer, I want to offer the unique 
vegetables that Dominique can then offer 
her guests. I question whether consumers 
go into Crenn knowing they won’t get a 

As William explains, Chef Dominique 
treats him like a chef in her kitchen, and 
he, in   turn, treats her farm as though it is 
an extension of the walk-in or the salad 
line.

“The goal is to grow everything for the 
restaurant,” he shares, offering me what 
looks like a berry-sized watermelon, but 
gives a crunch that reveals itself to be a 
cucumber. “Obviously, there are some 
items—citrus, mushrooms, onions—that 
I can’t grow in the quantities we need, so 
we have partner suppliers, but the goal is 
to truly be farm to table.” 

It’s in the specialty items tucked into 
every available corner of Bleu Belle that 
Atelier Crenn finds the flavor notes to 
tie back to an intention William says is 
at the heart of Chef Dominique, helping 
her restaurants stand out from the sea of 
options in California’s Bay Area.

“If you have been lucky enough to eat at 
any of her restaurants, her style is truly 
about the story. It’s about her past, it’s 
about what she’s done, and it’s about 
telling that story through food. It enables 
her guests to have the experience she’s 
trying to give them. It’s poetic. Having 
the farm is an intricate part of that story. 
I think that is what has enabled her to 
rise to where she is,” William muses.

He has more than firsthand knowledge 
of this, having been on every side 
of restaurant life possible. Before 

Fresh produce shines on each plate at Atelier Crenn, a rare Three Michelin Star restaurant offering only 
pescatarian dishes while simultaneously telling each patron a story through food

“...her style is 
truly about 
the story. It’s 
about her 
past, it’s about 
what she’s 
done, and it’s 
about telling 
that story 
through food. 
It enables 
her guests 
to have the 
experience 
she’s trying to 
give them.” 

— William Henpenn,
General Manager, 
Bleu Belle Farm
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Whether it will be in a soup, a co-star of the plate, or the aroma of the dish, every plant has a 
purpose at Bleu Belle Farm

piece of meat because I think everyone 
assumes you will see some sort of meat 
in any top restaurant. Pescatarians and 
vegetarians aren’t looking for one or two 
Michelin Star restaurants to eat at, they 
are just hoping to find a place with no 
cross-contamination. Maybe they come 
in knowing of Dominique because of her 
notoriety, maybe they even know that 
it’s farm to table, or maybe they don’t. 
But they certainly do when they leave,” 
William laughs.

Yes, Atelier Crenn is pescatarian, 
produce-centric, and has not one, but 
three Michelin Stars. I ask if, as this 
continues to grow from a niche to more 
of a demand, William can see this 
populating in other areas besides San 
Francisco.

“Absolutely. There is a lot of farm-to-
table places, but they don’t focus on fish 
and vegetables. This is an additionally 
elevated experience. In this case, the 
vegetables become a star,” he says 
definitively. 

William’s own culinary background 
shines through as he details how a sauce 
or any component of Atelier Crenn’s 
menu will always have an addition to 
heighten the flavor. And getting produce 
straight from the farm, he assures, does 
so much for that.

“The portion size of a dish is huge, and 
bringing in more vegetables and fruits 
to weigh that out brings a necessary 
balance. Where Dominique finds those 
fruits and vegetables, how direct she is 
in getting them, and their freshness is a 
huge part of our success,” William says.

And, like nearly anything else, location 
and passion are key. Bleu Belle is located 
at the foot of a few hills that produce 
chilly weather-loving wine grapes, an 
area which enjoys a microclimate 
William has practically earned a 
meteorology degree studying.

“The previous General Manager 
made all the right decisions, but he 
commuted from an hour away, and 
ten miles from here in any direction 
is completely different than what we 

“What can we do with 
fruit once it falls from 
the trees? Can we 
pickle it? Those are 
the questions we are 
asking–to try to use 
everything we can 
on the farm, even if it 
comes to the aromatic 
accents chefs might 
be able to add to their 
recipes.”
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“The portion size of a dish is huge, 
and bringing in more vegetables 
and fruits to weigh that out brings 
that necessary balance. Where 
Dominique finds those fruits and 
vegetables, how direct she is in 
getting them, and their freshness is 
a huge part of our success.”

Bleu Belle Farm offers picnics under its beautiful trees for those who want to understand even further the roots 
of the amazing flavors of Atelier Crenn

are experiencing weather-wise. What 
the plants are fighting, what can grow, 
and what they need to grow the best 
they can is completely unique to this 
area,” he explains. “We take extra steps, 
too, to be as natural as we can and to 
utilize everything we grow. What can 
we do with fruit once it falls from the 
trees? Can we pickle it? Those are the 
questions we are asking—to try to use 
everything we can on the farm, even if 
it comes to the aromatic accents chefs 
might be able to add to their recipes.”

It’s the definition of a labor of love, for 
William and all with which he works.

“Talking to chefs and farmers is exciting 
to me. My connection to restaurants 
comes the way it does because I love it so 
much,” he smiles.

It’s a love story I have so much fun 
telling that I don’t want it to end—much 
like I didn’t want to leave the serene, 
calm summer cool of Bleu Belle Farm. 
But the leaves are turning, and it is time 
to go. One thing is for sure, I cannot wait 
to sit on the other side of the table and 
see the vegetables and fruits realized in 
the prose of Chef Dominique’s story-
telling. 

I cannot wait to taste the poetry.
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Preheat oven to 350° F. Brush a large baking sheet with olive oil. 

Place tortillas on baking sheet. Spread ¼ cup of cheese on the bottom half of 
each tortilla. Add a layer of figs, using ¼ cup for each tortilla. Sprinkle each 
with about ½ tbsp of red onion and ½ tbsp cilantro, and top with ¼ cup of 
cheese. Fold tortillas over to make half-circles, press down lightly. 

Bake until tortillas are golden brown on the bottom, about 8 minutes. Using 
a wide spatula, turn the tortillas over. Bake until bottoms are golden brown, 
about 3 minutes. Remove baking sheet from the oven and allow to cool slightly. 

Transfer the quesadillas to a cutting board and cut each into 4 wedges. Serve 
warm. 

 

To learn more about Catania Worldwide, visit www.cataniaworldwide.ca

1
2

3

4

BLACK MISSION FIG QUESADILLAS

1 cup Catania Worldwide Black Mission 
figs, trimmed and diced (about 6 large 
figs)

1½ tbsp extra virgin olive oil
4 f lour tortillas (9’’)
2 cups coarsely shredded cheese—your 

choice
2 tbsp minced red onion
2 tbsp minced fresh cilantro

Prep Time: 5-10 min
Cook Time: 11 min
Servings: 4

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?Catania Worldwide 
Black Mission Figs
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www.bravanteproduce.com
Please contact Steve Shearer

steve@bravanteproduce.com 
559-638-5075





Way back in the ’90s, when our dial-up 
modems still made those ungodly, ear-
piercing screeches as the internet booted 
up, the foundation for a tech overhaul 

in the produce industry was already beginning to 
take shape. For Bryan Barsness, the technological 
advances of the past several decades that have 
permeated the industry are a tool in the quest to 
feed the world in a healthy way—a mission that 
drives Bryan, even when he has to drag himself out 
of bed for those 4 a.m. meetings with the global 
offices of LINKFRESH. Now that he has those 
international conference calls, he knows more 
than ever the early mornings and late nights 
common for many industry professionals. 
Bryan has found a new home with the 
global tech giant, where he was named Vice 
President of Sales, North America, just a few 
short months ago. While he has transitioned 
into the sales side of the industry, his unique 
produce- and tech-heavy background is a 
boon to LINKFRESH as it sets its sights on 
future innovation.
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How does your 
background fit into this 

position and the produce world 
as a whole?

From being raised in a house with 
a small avocado grove, I’ve been 

involved around produce since my childhood; it is 
what I know. My first internship in college was in 
an avocado packing plant and I  worked in many 
aspects of the business, everything from swinging 
lugs of avocados onto a pallet to food safety and 
resource planning. This was way back in the ’90s, 
before technology in our industry had been as 
developed as we know it today. Part of my job even 
entailed implementing a barcode inventory tracking 
system for that company. This technology was 
ahead of its time back then. Also, it was there that 
I discovered that I could take my passion for tech 
to an industry that I love. Produce may not be on 
the leading edge of technology as an industry, but 
with every passing day, we realize a greater need for 
food safety and efficiency. For me, to combine the 
two things I love—tech and produce—has been a 
dream come true. It also allows me to travel to some 
really cool places.

What do you love about 
this industry that makes 

it different from any other?

It’s the people. The produce industry is 
full of down-to-earth folks who really 

love what they do. There’s so much risk involved 
in produce, so much so that it has given us an old 
saying, ‘If you ever want to gamble with God, then 
farm.’ And that gamble increases exponentially 
with highly perishable items—your whole year 
can be washed out with a single storm. This risk 
takes a very special, dedicated individual to put 
the livelihood of their family on the line each and 
every day. The only explanation is that people love 
what they do, and I am honored to be a part of that 
dedication. 

Also, we feed the world in a healthy way. There 
are not too many people that can go to work and 
say, ‘Okay, what my product does helps prevent 
cancer and heart disease.’ By not only providing 
something that’s a staple of food, but also one that 
is exceptionally healthy, we can change the world. 
Plus, society continues to learn more about the 
benefits that fruits and vegetables can have in a 
diet, only furthering our cause. To be able to make 
the industry, as a whole, more efficient through the 
advent of technology, makes what I do for a living 
pretty special.

MM

MM
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What is your 
background and 
how did you wind 
up in produce?

I grew up in Fallbrook, California. It’s a remote area 
in northern San Diego county, and it is known for 
its avocados, so produce is in my blood. I went to 
school at California Polytechnic State University, San 
Luis Obispo, for a major in Agricultural Business with 
a concentration in International Management, and a 
minor in Spanish. 

I was originally planning on being a coffee buyer, 
to travel the world tasting coffee. However, I’ve 
always loved technology, and a friend of mine 
from college said to me, ‘Hey, you’ve got to check 
out this produce software company.’ I went and 
interviewed, got the job, and worked in this 
technology space of Enterprise Resource Planning 
(ERP) software. For the first half of my career, I was 
doing implementations with them, which is a team 
deployed to ensure the successful implementation 
after the sale. About halfway through, I transitioned 
to sales and rapidly became the top salesperson for 
several years. 

At that point, I had the opportunity to join a new 
startup company based in Los Angeles called 
Produce Pay. I started as the Sales Director and 
was promoted a year or two later to the role of Vice 
President of Sales. Earlier this year, LINKFRESH 
reached out to me and offered me the opportunity 
to join the next revolution in produce software 
as its Vice President of Sales. I accepted and 
we are focused on delivering the most efficient, 
technologically advanced software to our industry. 

Maggie Mead

Bryan Barsness
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Besides this love for the 
produce industry, what 

keeps you up at night?

There’s a lot of work to do. Quite 
literally, 11 p.m. meetings and 4 a.m. 

meetings keep me up at night as I work with 
colleagues around the globe. Joking aside, my 
biggest concern is: How do we continue to grow our 
industry so that everybody gets the advantages of 
fruits and vegetables in their diet? In other words, 
how do we feed the world in a sustainable, safe 
way? I think that’s a pretty big and challenging 
goal—there are a lot of hungry people out there.
If we can help growers and distributors all over 
the world gain efficiencies and better food safety 
through technologies, that is a huge win. 

What’s on the horizon for 
LINKFRESH?

We’ve got a lot coming up, including 
our recently released 365 Solution, 

which is the latest and greatest from Microsoft. 
It comes with several different options. You 
can go either what’s called on-prem or on-the-
premises, and have your solution with you at your 
location, or you can move fully to the cloud. That’s 
super exciting, to have a solution where you can, 
essentially, log in from anywhere using your web 
browser, be that your tablet, home computer, or 
laptop and have it be ‘future-proof’ in essence.

We also have a whole new mobile solution that 
has been redeveloped. It essentially extends most 
features that you would have in your desktop 
solution to your cell phone or tablet, straight out of 
the box!

What makes LINKFRESH 
such a unique partner and 

place to work in the industry?

There is no other global standard 
produce software out there that 

is deployed in as many countries as we are. 
LINKFRESH is successful because it uses a best-of-
breed, best-of-technology software from Microsoft 
that many Fortune 500 companies utilize as well.
We’ve taken this and modified it to be specifically 
geared toward the produce industry. Moreover, we 
can tailor it to a company’s specific needs as each 
company has something unique that gives them a 
competitive advantage. All this to say, I work at a 
company with a very unique product, which makes 
for a great work environment. 

I really enjoy working at LINKFRESH, too, because 
of the people. Our company has some really smart, 
dedicated professionals who love what they do 
and work together dilligently for the best of their 
customers. The team is able to learn, leverage, and 
listen to companies all over the world, to find the 
best methods and practices and we share this 
with each other. This gives LINKFRESH a global 
knowledge base to better help us and our partners. 
In today’s world, where information is power, the 
more information at somebody’s disposal, the 
better.

MM

MM

MM

BB

BB

BB

F eeding the world is a lofty goal, but really, it 
is a goal that drives our entire industry and 
everything we do—from the first seed planted 

to the marketing displays at retail, true nourishment 
is the whole point. As Bryan and LINKFRESH tackle 
the tech side, concocting solutions to benefit 
the entire supply chain, they continue to bolster 
the infrastructure necessary for industry-wide 
growth. It’s inspiring to know that across the world, 
companies like LINKFRESH, and individuals like 
Bryan, are pressing the gas on innovations that can 
impact generations.

The produce industry
is full of down-to-earth  
folks who really 
love what they do.
Bryan Barsness,
Vice President of Sales, N.A., LINKFRESH
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(Left) Jeff Church, Vice President of 
Sales, and (right) Brian Church, CEO, are 

marking the 20th Anniversary of Church 
Brothers Farms in Salinas, California

88

CHURCH BROTHERS 
FARMS



n a summer day a few months ago, I visited a commercial 
lettuce field for the first time. Walking through the straight 
rows of green that make up the “Salad Bowl of the World” was 

memorable, but what really made the experience special was 
the conversation I shared with Brian and Jeff Church, the CEO and 
Vice President of Sales, respectively, of Church Brothers Farms.

A team of harvesters worked their way through the rows of lettuce. 
Around us, the golden hills that make up much of the Central Coast 
of California reminded me that while I am out of my element, I’m 
still not far from home. Brian and Jeff were in their element and 
walked toward the harvesting crew while maintaining an easy 
conversation. Our industry is on the cusp of a turning point; a new 
generation of leaders is taking over, and Brian and Jeff are part of 
that future.   

“If you get stuck in your old ways, you’ll eventually get run over,” 
Brian said. “And you’re only as good as today. If you don’t keep 
improving on all the things you did in the past, you’ll start going 
backwards.”

I wanted to ask, “How is Church Brothers Farms improving?” but 
my attention was divided as I tried to keep from wobbling between 
the heads of lettuce.  
   

“You’re only as good as your weakest link,” Jeff said, continuing 
Brian’s train of thought. “These days our customers are in a 
cutthroat environment, which has made it a very competitive 
business. Fortunately, we grew up with two brothers each, so we’re 
used to being competitive.”  
 

ALL
DETAILs

i n  t h e

By Kayla Webb
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Much of our conversation ran a similar course: Brian or Jeff 
detailing the growth of Church Brothers Farms while the other 
filled in the gaps. But rather than attempt to volley my own 
questions into the conversation, I let the two complete each 
subject. I listened as Brian and Jeff discussed Church Brothers 
Farms’ double-digit growth, its growing regions in Mexico, the 
recent acquisition of the Growers Express commodity program, 
and the company’s food safety initiatives.
 

“As we get bigger, we’re constantly adjusting,” Jeff said. “We’re 
keeping our eyes open and making sure we are watching 
everything. Scale will help us be more efficient, so when we 
acquired Growers Express we ultimately became better as a 
whole. That acquisition helped us enter the retail space, which 
is a shift for Church Brothers Farms.”
 
This shift is one that fits into future plans. Brian and Jeff 
explained that because Church Brothers Farms is a vertically-
integrated company from “seed to store,” it has the personnel to 
manage the addition of retail to its core foodservice business.

As I looked at the rows of green surrounding us, Jeff and Brian 
pointed out which fields were under Church Brothers Farms’ 
operations. The company produces a full line of fresh vegetables 
and salads year-round thanks to its in-house farming program 
and state-of-the-art processing plant, True Leaf Farms. 

That is where Church Brothers Farms has a different storyline 
than many farming companies in the Salinas Valley. Because 
the farming/harvesting piece of their company was started 
from scratch with a small group of employees, it may not have 
the benefits that come with tradition, but it also does not have 
the challenges a legacy company may face.

Specific to their farming operations, Brian shared his thoughts.
 

“I’ve never considered starting with a clean slate—starting 
without multiple ties to past generations—as a disadvantage,” 
he said. “Think about it, you can get whatever farming 
equipment you want, and you can farm how you like. There are 
a lot of wonderful things about tradition, but there are times 
when tradition can be the enemy, and a roadblock.”

And my own wheels kept turning as Brian went on.

“Starting from scratch means that there is not a ‘Well, we have 
always done it this way,’ mentality and instead the message is 
that I can be loyal to the best solutions and methods that I can 
find,” he said. “To me, it was easier to enter the industry with 
a clean slate than try to keep up with the times. We took bits 
and pieces of knowledge from everyone—but we copied no one. 
We have not mimicked anyone’s operation. Our farming and 
harvesting operation is the result of decisions made as a group, 
for this group.”

“These days our customers 
are in a cutthroat 
environment, which has 
made it a very competitive
business.”

—Jeff Church, Vice President of 
Sales, Church Brothers Farms

Since 1999, Church Brothers Farms has grown 
from five employees to more than 2,500

Harvesting innovation has always been a part of Church 
Brothers Farms’ vision and business model
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Brian said that Tom and Steve Church are great marketers 
that founded the company in 1999 and started the Church 
Brothers Farms story. But, the reality is that now, twenty years 
later, in order to survive and respond to the customer that 
wants to know the source from seed to store, the family had 
to vertically integrate and get into the farming/harvesting 
sides of the business to not only survive, but thrive. It is easy to 
see today what that farming “reach” looks like by just driving 
down Highway 101 Salinas Valley, between Salinas and King 
City. I dare you to take a gander out the window and not see 
CB Harvesting trucks and employees: the Church Brothers 
harvesting operation. 

In the market place, it can be hard to picture the size of 
Church Brothers Farms. Much of the product line the company 
produces that is consumed in the country is not branded, but 
lands on people’s plates through a labyrinth of foodservice 
distributors or under a customer’s label. While many companies 
are trying to brand, Church Brothers Farms is looking at the 
long game that allows them to build a business with structural 
integrity, innovation, differentiation and value.  

As Brian continued to speak about how the company developed 
from marketing and shipping into farming and harvesting, I 
asked what made the company move into the harvesting side.  

“We started CB Harvesting in 2006 because at that time, the 
price of everything was escalating and it was a tough time for 
the business,” Brian said. “When you have too many contracts 
out to entities outside of the umbrella of your operation, you are 
beholden to other people’s ideas of success and profit. So, we 
started taking more in-house to cut costs and that showed us 
that vertical integration was key.”

The shift to an internal harvesting operation, CB Harvesting, 
started with broccoli and then developed commodity by 
commodity until all items are now harvested by CB Harvesting 

and its 600 employees. Brian led this shift, with a couple key 
people spearheading each commodity. He will be the first to tell 
me though that it was a team effort.

“It really just made sense, building our own farming and 
harvesting program,” Brian said. “Farming and harvesting—
there is a symbiotic relationship between the two. The more 
productive the farming is, the more productive the harvesting 
is. If the efficiencies roll downhill, you again have a recipe for 
success. You gain control over quality and efficiencies within the 
operation to survive, better and stronger.”

Brian is continuing that vision of farming from seed to store and 
has recently added significant acreage with the team’s newest 
in-house farming venture, P&C Farms, that represents its 
largest, contiguous ranch of 1,000 acres in Salinas Valley.   

These paths, though different, have enriched Brian and Jeff’s 
perspectives and helped them become in tune with the evolving 
needs of the fresh produce industry. And because Brian 
and Jeff view the industry as innovative and ripe for change, 
Church Brothers Farms is approaching the foodservice and 
retail sectors in inventive ways. This includes building out all 
of its teams, from its Ag Ops department and food safety to 
sales and marketing, and everything in between. Since 1999, 
Church Brothers Farms has grown from five employees to more 
than 2,500—a number that Brian and Jeff see increasing as 
the company continues to integrate its acquisition of Growers 
Express.  

As the needs of the fresh produce supply chain—from retailers 
and foodservice operators to growers, packers, and shippers—
shift, Brian and Jeff are guiding the company to shift with it.
 

“It’s a business that is unforgiving and the challenge never stops,” 
Brian said. “Quite frankly, and Jeff probably agrees, it never 
gets easier. Just when you think you’re about to break out into 

“Farming and harvesting—there is a symbiotic 
relationship between the two. The more 
productive the farming is, the more productive 
the harvesting is...”
—Brian Church, CEO, Church Brothers Farms

The Church Brothers Farms team has come a long way in 20 
years, but hard work has always been a part of that process
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the clear, you find a whole new set of challenges or the landscape 
shifts. So, we’re always thinking, watching, and reacting.”  

At this, we fell quiet. I turn again to the harvesters working 
heads of lettuce from the earth at a speed too quick for my eyes 
to catch. Despite the urgency of the workers before us—each 
member cutting, trimming, and placing the lettuce onto the belt 
into the bins, all while the rig moves forward—the valley is quiet 
and still, like it too is waiting for where Brian and Jeff will take 
our conversation next. 
 

“And we always want to be on the top of technology,” Jeff said. 
“I’m hoping for the day that we’re just like Amazon, where our 
customers can click, and product shows up at their door—that 
would be really great. We want to be the company that’s taking 
advantage of all that’s emerging.”
 
While this means bringing new products to the market, it also 
means innovating at the field and processing level, finding new 
varieties to grow, and embracing new technology. Brian and Jeff 
truly are the modern day, new-age farmers, and their passion 
speaks volumes to that.
 

“How can we do it better? How can we build and change and 
evolve?” Brian said. “We want to get smarter and understand 
every aspect of our business and where the opportunities lie to 
get better.”

It’s all in the details, as Jeff shared, with Brian adding that they 
both see a lot of opportunities.

“I see more growth opportunities in products at both retail and 
foodservice,” Brian expressed. “I think probably one of our 
biggest goals is to offer our customers a broader product line.”
 

With the marine layer still overhead, and without the sun to 
track the time, it felt like the world stopped spinning forward in 
order to give us a moment to sit with the progression of Church 
Brothers Farms. 
 

“I see more growth 
opportunities in products 
at both retail and 
foodservice...I think 
probably one of our 
biggest goals is to offer 
our customers a broader 
product line.”

—Brian Church

Brian and Jeff Church each bring a different 
element to the table, and the combination 
allows the company to thrive

Harvesting at Church Brothers Farms is more 
than a responsibility, it is a way of life

As I looked back one last time to take in the horizon of green, I 
wondered what Brian and Jeff see. While this view may not be 
clear to many of us yet, we can rest assured knowing that the 
details will continue to sharpen until the vision Brian and Jeff 
picture for the future of Church Brothers Farms and for the 
industry as a whole is the reality, the new normal, for all of us in 
produce. Until then, it’s all in the details.
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Small in stature but big in flavor, Brussels sprouts are a sales driver 
in the produce department, whether purchased in bulk or in a wide 

array of value-added offerings. A native of northern Europe, this 
nutrient-dense vegetable got its name from being cultivated near the 
Belgian capital in the late 16th century. While the category’s roots are 
across the pond from The Snack Magazine’s Sacramento, California, 

homebase, they are finding increasing popularity in the North 
American market and show no signs of stopping. Let’s check in with 
some of our friends on the little guys larger than life possibilities...
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Diana 
Director of Marketing, Ocean Mist Farms

“Consumer demand for Brussels sprouts is year-round, so full 
displays of fresh Brussels are needed every day. However, as we get 

into the fall and winter eating holidays, Brussels sprouts make their 
way to the plate in some of their more festive flavor combinations. 

Almonds, apples, pecans, and pomegranate arils are a few of the 
complementary flavors found in the produce department to use for cross-merchandising. Always 
feature seasonal-specific recipes on communication platforms to inspire purchase. A few favorites 
to try are Apple Glazed Brussels Sprouts and Brussels Sprouts Salad with Paleo Poppyseed 
Dressing.”

MIMMO 
Director of Produce and Floral, Longo 
Brothers Fruit Markets
“Brussel sprouts—normally people cringe when they hear those two 
words together—for me, my mouth waters. They are one of my favorite 
vegetables, next to beets, of course. Small, big, halved, on the stalk, or even 
peeled and trimmed, I love them all. The best way I like to buy them is whole and trimmed; it makes 
it very easy to prepare and enjoy. 

A couple of ways I enjoy preparing them is in a bowl with olive oil, fresh thyme, and coarse salt with 
cracked pepper. Just toss and put right on the grill. Those can also be prepped the same way in the 
oven at high heat and broiled to finish.  

But, my favorite way is on the stove top. Prepare a hot sauce pan with olive oil and chopped 
chorizo sausage. Once the chorizo is seared, add in small trimmed Brussels sprouts. Once charred, 
they are ready to devour.”
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Katie 
Sales Manager, Ippolito International

“These family favorites are the perfect comfort food for fall weather. As 
the weather cools off, people start heading back into the kitchen to cook 
more and these ‘little cabbages’ can be prepared in a variety of dishes. 
The most popular and easy way to prepare Brussels sprouts is to roast them 
with a little olive oil. Brussels sprouts can be roasted alone or roasted with 
other colorful fall vegetables to make a beautiful side dish.  The green adds a great contrast of color 
along with other popular orange, yellow, and purple fall vegetables. They can also be added to soups 
and casseroles. I always love seeing the whole stalks in the store. They can be a centerpiece all by 
themselves, but can also be roasted on the stalk for a beautiful presentation on your dining room 
table! It makes for a fun conversation piece, and everyone gets to ‘harvest’ their own sprouts off the 
stalk to put on their plate!” 

DREW
Senior Category Manager, Produce, 
Sprouts Farmers Market
“I would be hard pressed to pick a favorite vegetable, but Brussels sprouts 
are a staple in our household! Using an air fryer allows us to get an amazing 
roasted texture in a short amount of time. One of our favorite ways to prepare 
them is to cut them in half, evenly coating them with olive oil, balsamic vinegar, salt and pepper. 
Fifteen minutes in the air fryer, and you have crispy-tender Brussels sprouts that are well-balanced 
between earthy and a mild sweetness from the balsamic.

Another method that’s become a holiday tradition for us is ‘smashed’ Brussels. After blanching them 
to soften them up, season them with olive oil, garlic, and thyme. We’ll then lay them out on a baking 
sheet and flatten them with the bottom of a drinking glass. Then you can top with salt, pepper, and 
your cheese of choice, baking until crispy. Both are sure-fire crowd pleasers—kids included!”

Mark 
Vice President of Sales and Marketing, 
4Earth Farms

“We continue to see steady growth and excitement for this amazing 
and versatile veggie!  Our customers have had great success by 

displaying and promoting a variety of pack sizes and forms of Brussels 
sprouts, including adding purple Brussels sprouts, stalks, and halved 

sprouts for a chance to bring additional interest and texture to their displays.”
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Add all dressing ingredients into a small bowl and whisk until blended. 
Set aside.

Add all salad ingredients into a larger bowl. Add half of the dressing and 
lightly toss. 

Arrange as desired on a plate and drizzle more dressing over top. Garnish 
as desired and serve immediately.

To learn more about I Love Avocados, visit www.iloveavos.com

1

2

3

TANGY AVOCADO ROCKET SALAD

salad

1 ripe I Love Avocados avocado, peeled 
     and sliced
3 cups arugula
½ grapefruit, peeled, sliced, or sectioned
4 oz sushi-grade salmon, thinly sliced

mustard dresssing

1 tbsp lemon juice
2 tbsp olive oil
1½ tsp apple cider vinegar
1 tbsp Dijon mustard
2½ tbsp honey
½ tsp garlic powder
Salt and pepper, to taste

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 2

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?I Love Avocados’ 
Avocados
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I’ve never been much of 
a party-thrower, largely 
because I hate the dreaded 
cleanup, but I have certainly 

daydreamed about imaginary 
shindigs—the sort that would 
grace the pages of Better Homes 
& Gardens. 

Scouring Pinterest for Halloween 
cocktails, I find endless variations 
on a dark or black “witch’s brew” 
and shots that look like blood. 
Are they Halloween-y? Absolutely. 
Are they appetizing? Not so much. 

My Halloween party fantasy 
skews more posh, attracting 
glamorous, sophisticated 
witches à la Jessica Lange in 

INGREDIENTS

blood moon spritz

2 oz blood orange juice
1 ½ oz vodka
1 tbsp mint simple syrup
Club soda
Sprig of mint, for garnish
Blood orange slices, for garnish

mint simple syrup

¼ cup sugar
¼ cup water
½ cup fresh mint leaves

Servings: 1

DIRECTIONS

To make mint simple syrup, combine sugar and water 
in a pan and simmer until all the sugar is dissolved. 
Take the pan off the heat and add fresh mint leaves. 
Let steep for 30 minutes, then strain. 

Fill a highball glass with ice. Add vodka, blood orange 
juice, and mint simple syrup.

Top with club soda and stir to combine. If desired, 
garnish with fresh mint leaves and a slice of blood 
orange. 

Tip: Increase ingredients ratio to make a party punch for 
larger groups. 

1 

2

3

American Horror Story, or Agnes 
Moorehead’s Endora from 
Bewitched. The Blood Moon 
Spritz is ideal for attracting even 
the most discerning of witches, 
with flavors of tart blood orange 
and a pop of fresh mint—all in a 
fizzy, refreshing drink with style 
and panache that will beat out a 
bubbling cauldron every time. 

Serve them up by the glass or in 
a dazzling punch bowl decorated 
with bright red blood orange 
slices and sprigs of green mint 
leaves floating throughout the 
concoction. You may not get any 
boo’s, but you’ll definitely be 
rewarded with ‘ooh’s’ (followed 
closely by ‘ahh’s’).

Libations
FOR ALL OCCASIONS:

BLOOD MOON SPRITZ

By Maggie Mead
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Against
the Odds: A 
Balancing

Act

By Jordan Okumura

10
2

LONE STAR CITRUS



I  believe that, sometimes, those with the most skin in the game 
are the ones that never knew they would end up here. Gifts can 
come from the rarest of places—turn a corner and maybe your 
life shifts towards an orchard somewhere in Texas and you 

live caring for the earth, learning what it means to be a steward of 
the land. Make a right two streets ahead, and perhaps you end up in 
a classroom battling to reach your students on both an educational 
and human level.
 
April Flowers does not see these lines in the sand as choices that 
divide a life, but ones that connect us all together. She approaches 
her story not with simplicity, but rather with appreciation for the 
twists and turns that come with the journey. For her, they are all 
experiences that have built the person she wakes up as, every day. 
They are the stories that breathe life into her own and into whatever 
home or role she finds herself in, no matter the road that’s taken.
 

“I grew up right in the middle of Dallas-Fort Worth, Texas. I was a 
city girl without any ties to agriculture, so I certainly never expected 
to be in the produce business,” April, Marketing Director for Lone 
Star Citrus, tells me. “My story actually begins as a middle and high 
school teacher of what we called last-chance students. These were 

kids who had much larger challenges than most of us could ever 
imagine, and I had to somehow find a way to get them to care about 
literature and American history. It is a perspective that has forever 
shaped my life.”
 
She laughs, and after a short pause reflects on the constant battle of 
her day-to-day adventure back then.
 

“We’re talking about eighth graders who ranged from 15 to 18 
years old, most of whom had spent a significant amount of time in 
school-mandated boot camp. If you’ve ever met me in person, you 
know that at 5’3” I’m not exactly intimidating, so I couldn’t possibly 
scare them into behaving. And yet, I had to capture their attention 
for hours every single day,” she says. “Even after I married T.J., my 
husband, and moved into the general education setting, not a whole 
lot has changed. Getting teens to care about school is not a cakewalk 

and they have a million valid concerns, worries, and challenges that 
we adults often completely take for granted. You have to be creative, 
and you have to connect the information to meaningful experiences.”
 
You may ask yourself how this all influenced what would soon be 
her life in ag—I certainly did. But, as many of us in produce know, 
there is always so much more to the story than meets the eye. In 
essence, these early days were how she learned that no matter how 
compelling information is, presentation is everything. It asks you to 
package a message, a vision, or a conversation a certain way.
 
With kids, with anyone, you need to get on their level: learn how 
to reach people on their own terms, listen to their wants and needs, 
speak to them in their language. It is quite possible that in order to 
be a good marketer, you need to be an even better listener. And that 
is a skill that April has in spades.
 

“This truth holds for everyone, from my kids to teenage students 
to adult consumers,” April reflects, reaching back into her history 
with both nostalgia and curiosity. “I enjoyed teaching, and I loved 
my students, but when we had the opportunity to invest in Lone 
Star Citrus, we knew we needed to do it. Because my parents 
were business owners, I had no illusions that it would be a simple 
endeavor. Thus, I decided that it was time to step back into a part-
time position, and eventually step away completely after the birth of 
my second child in 2009.”
 
T.J. Flowers, April’s partner in crime, has deep ties to farming, so the 
couple did not fly blind as they stepped forward onto their next path 
in life. Being a new parent, entering a new learning curve, investing 
in a new business—all these things create opportunities as much 
as they do challenges. It all comes down to your mindset and how 
much skin you are willing to bring into the game.

“People are hardwired to 
connect, and I love that idea 
in both business and in life.” 

- April Flowers, Marketing Director, Lone Star Citrus

Lone Star Citrus’ Rio Star grapefruit brings flavor, 
differentiation, and vibrancy to the produce aisle
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“I made a valiant effort at being a stay-at-home mom but, in the 
end, it just wasn’t for me. Don’t get me wrong, I think that being a 
stay-at-home parent can be as tough and rewarding a job as any, but 
in the end, I just wasn’t built for it alone. I needed to also work this 
other bone I was born with—something that required another form 
of grit and passion. Luckily, a friend needed a part-time employee to 
coordinate the trade shows that her business, Welcome Home RGV, 
organized,” April says.
 
For the next two years, April got a crash course in niche marketing. 
And she loved it—the organization behind it, the human connection, 
and having a hand in helping small businesses connect with their 
customers.
 
Kristi Collier was a brilliant businesswoman whose slogan was, 
and still is, “We’re just connecting the dots.” These are words that 
resonated deeply with something in April’s gut and heart.
 

“Those words made sense to me. And really, that is exactly what 
marketing is. Whether it’s B2B or B2C, successful marketing 
programs function as a meaningful and memorable information 
bridge,” April tells me. “People are hardwired to connect, and I love 
that idea in both business and in life. ”
 
While April followed the path her new passion was paving for her, 
she found that life was becoming more and more of a balancing act. 
As much change and complication as many of us experience in our 
lives, nothing can really prepare you for the curveballs, especially on 
the family-level. As April grew into her new career, the home front 
was asking her to grow and adapt in different ways as well.
 

“I have two children, Lily and Maddie, and in 2011 my oldest 
daughter developed severe medication-resistant epilepsy. Her 
treatment and care became intense, and it wasn’t long before I 
needed to prioritize her health above all else. We spent the next 
several years traveling to Houston for frequent hospitalizations and 
surgeries, and I spent that time learning everything I could about 
epilepsy, neurology, and patient advocacy,” April shares with me. “I 
became obsessed with finding a cure for her. It was, and still is, my 
life’s mission. Every bit of advocacy I engage in comes back to that.”
 
Although a cure has not been found for her daughter Lily, her 
condition is finally stable and there is a very important reason for 
that. 

 
“We love her medical team because every doctor on our team has 
one very important trait in common: They all take the time to 
listen to us, to help us understand risk and reward, to explain the 
treatment mechanisms, potential outcomes, and to ensure our 
complete understanding of her current condition. Not one of them 
has ever walked into a room, mumbled a bunch of medical jargon, 
and walked out,” April reflects. “They are highly-regarded doctors, 
even world-renowned, and yet they all prioritize our understanding 
of the plan. We have made the seemingly impossible decision of 
sending our child into brain surgery, not once or twice, but nine 
times. Let me assure you, that is every parent’s worst nightmare, but 
we were able to do it each time with a great deal of confidence and 
buy-in because at every turn, we had a strong grasp of the details 
surrounding each situation.”
 
Being able to prioritize what matters has always been a great skill in 
April’s life, and her fierce determination and passion for the people 
around her has made her an advocate and a leader in many spaces. 
In many ways, her heart permeates everything she touches—another 
gift of hers—and it has allowed her to lean into her values across all 
paths she crosses.
 

“It was shortly after her sixth surgery, when we thought her condition 
had stabilized, that I again turned an eye toward my professional 
goals. I needed the freedom to make my own hours and work 
remotely to accommodate medical travel and days when she wasn’t 
doing well. Being able to hold that balance has been one of the 
hardest but most rewarding things I have been able to do,” April 
says with a smile. “But it also left a pretty narrow field of options. 
I had one skillset that our family business needed—I knew our 
insurance policy inside and out, and I understood the mechanics 
of it better than most. That was important because the Affordable 
Care Act provisions were filtering down to our level by that time. So, 
I went to work for Lone Star Citrus as the Benefit Administrator in 
2014.”
 
As April tells it, she minded her own business for maybe two months. 
If you get a strong sense at all that April is a mover and a shaker, you 
would be right.
 
She knew that marketing was calling her name, and in November 
of 2014, April asked for a meeting to discuss a smarter, more 
consumer-friendly bag option for Lone Star’s citrus. The company 
needed a bag that communicated why the consumer should buy the 
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product. So, Lone Star agreed to connect with Lisa Cork, a brand 
developer. After 11 months of working on it, the team had a bag 
that communicated meaningful images and info at a consumer level. 
That bag ultimately became the Lone Star brand, and the rest is 
history.
 

“When we first began our branding research, I thought I knew a 
lot about grapefruit, but I quickly learned that there is such depth 
and breadth to this fruit,” April notes, adding that there are so 
many varieties, points of origin, and colors, and the combinations of 
those attributes can affect the flavor. “It is asking a lot to expect the 
consumer to understand how all of those factors influence just one 
item on their grocery list. Even if we were successful in promoting 
a particular variety, varieties are always improving and changing, 
and new cultivars are always in development. So, there isn’t any 
meaningful sticking power to variety-associated marketing.”
 
A great example of this is the Ruby Red.
 

“Everyone thinks they want Ruby Red grapefruit, but what most 
people really want is a Rio Star. 90 percent of our crop is Rio Star, 
and people love it, but it is constantly being confused with Ruby Red. 
Then, when people do get a true Ruby Red, they are sometimes 
disappointed. Even when they are trying to choose the correct 
fruit, they don’t always get what they expect, so of course, people 
are confused about grapefruit. It’s frustrating, and I get it.” April 
articulates.
 
In this day and age, people are busy—hands down, she notes. Few 
people have the time or desire to sit down and analyze every item 
on their grocery list. If you ask April, most of her grocery trips more 
closely resemble an episode of Supermarket Sweep than a planned 
event—so, she gets it.
 
And here comes the truth.
 

“Here’s a terrible confession for a produce marketer: I don’t love 
grocery shopping,” April says, and instead of slinking away from the 
conversation, she settles into it full force. “I’ve done every version of 
motherhood—full-time, part-time, no-time, healthy kids, kids with 
medical issues, mom with a mom, mom without a mom, mom on a 
shoestring budget, mom with means—and in every single version, 
grocery shopping was usually a chore. Maybe I shouldn’t admit that, 
but as a marketer, it’s something I always have in mind. I know there 
are people out there who love grocery shopping and cooking, and of 
course, I’m going to speak to them. But what I really want to do is 

make it easier for the people who don’t have the time or desire to do 
the legwork on figuring out grapefruit.”
 
April knows that she loves and truly appreciates packaging that is 
honest and spells out the product’s qualities while also offering new 
ways to use it. Parents, single adults, kids—they make a thousand 
choices a day; the last thing April wants to do is agonize over her 
grocery list. Sometimes we forget that we are consumers, too.
 

“As a marketer, I want to make this choice easier for the consumer. 
It just makes sense to remove unnecessary expectations from the 
consumer and package our finest red grapefruit in a branded bag 
that delivers the customers’ expectations. When we then support 
that brand with recipes, how-to’s, and tips, we become more than a 
supplier—we become a resource,” she expresses. “Texas citrus is in 
a unique position. We have an incredible product, but we operate 
on a much smaller scale than other citrus-producing regions, so the 
onus is truly on us to promote and differentiate our product to the 
consumer.”
 
In order to do this, Lone Star has focused on simplifying its portion 
of the category by elevating seasonality, and the company has 
positioned itself to be a valuable resource to the consumer. 
 
Lone Star also rests firmly on the notion that to maintain its 
competitive edge, the team is also going to have to intentionally seek 

Left: Lone Star 
Citrus Grapefruit
Right: The Lone 
Star Citrus Family

April  and T.J.  with their daughters Maddie 
(left)  and Lily (right)
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out technologies and communication channels that speak 
to a younger generation. That will be a challenge, Aprils 
notes. There are so many possibilities in this dynamic arena, 
and Lone Star will have to be extremely judicious when 
evaluating its options so that the company invests only in 
those that it truly believes are powerful.
 
When I ask April what advice she has for those looking 
to evolve their marketing programs in produce and what 
questions they should ask themselves when building a brand, 
vision, and a go-to-market strategy, she tells me that her 
advice is: First, ask yourself what important information is not 
currently being communicated that should be communicated.
 

“For existing programs, we have to take a hard look in the 
mirror and ask whether our efforts are making the purchase 
easier for the consumer. Are we differentiating the product by 
providing information and ideas, or are we just using pretty 
graphics that we hope will catch the consumer’s eye?” she 
asks, and I imagine this is a question she puts to her team 
often. “Once we have that information, it all comes down to 
a willingness to take a risk. There is nothing Earth-shattering 
here, but we need to evaluate the risk differently. I think we 
all tend to ask ourselves the question, ‘What do we have to 
gain if we do this?’ but that is a simple question. And it often 
leads to the next question, ‘What do I lose if it doesn’t work 
out?’” 
 
As April reminds me, we are all programmed to want a 
guaranteed result, and we all know that in an industry subject 
to Mother Nature and a fluctuating market, that is impossible. 
Lucky for us, there are many in the industry with voices that 
align with April’s.
 

“The DMA Solutions team taught me a very important 
question a few years ago that reframes the way we evaluate 
the risk: What happens if we DON’T do this?” she poses. 

“Often, that question will give you a much deeper and more 
comprehensive answer.”
 
In April’s world, once the team has decided to go for it, 
they constantly ask themselves if their strategies honor the 
consumer and whether they add value to the purchase 
experience. Consumers are savvy, and Lone Star steers the 
ship ahead knowing it has to approach them with a tone that 
recognizes and honors that. The question now becomes: How 
does Lone Star make the purchase easier for the consumer 
without being condescending?
 
Can you sense the fire in this up-and-coming leader? I can. 
April is unapologetically herself, in her work and in her life.
 

“I lost both of my parents to cancer right before Lily got sick. 
It was a rough decade, but it absolutely shaped who I am now, 
and I can appreciate that. I love my kids, and my colleagues, 
enough to have the big conversations with them and to 
also hold them and myself accountable for our actions—
something that’s not always popular and is rarely easy. I am 
passionate about community service and leaving this world 
a little bit better than I found it, and I have high standards 
for myself and my work because I was raised to have them,” 
April says and then takes a moment to collect her thoughts. 

“Finally, I like to work, even though I don’t have to, and I want 
my girls to see that and know that it’s not wrong. Because of 
all the loss and heartache, I was forced to come to terms with 
these things, and I decided to quit feeling guilty about any 
of it. God knows I’m far from perfect, and I screw up plenty, 
but I have very clear lines about where I spend my time and 
energy now. Time is most certainly one of the most precious 
and finite gifts we can give each other. These are the things 
that matter.” 

The risks and rewards of living an authentic life, of coloring 
outside the lines, are not lost on April Flowers. If anything, 
that is where they are found.

“Time is most certainly one of the most 
precious and finite gifts we can give each 
other. These are the things that matter.r”

April and her 
daughters,

Maddie and 
Lily
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Danny Mucci, Bert Mucci, Gianni Mucci, and Joe Spano are building 

a legacy driven by flavor, innovation, and family values

MUCCI  FARMS™

By Kayla Webb
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Since the 1950s, Mucci Farms™ has been one of these 
communities. But unlike others in the industry who are focused 
solely on producing fresh fruits and vegetables, Mucci Farms has 
distinguished itself as one producing a community that is ever-
expanding, ever-innovating, and ever-focused on fulfilling Mucci 
Farms’ vision to be North America’s preferred fruit and vegetable 
grower.
 

“We have achieved aggressive infrastructure expansion and overall 
company growth through a combination of factors, most notably 
the emphasis on the treatment of our employees and our work 
culture,” Carol Bendo, Director of Human Resources, begins. 

“Despite our exponential growth, Mucci Farms has consistently 
lived up to the ‘family farm’ description by treating employees like 
family and providing them with the resources needed to have long, 
successful careers.”
 
The small family farm that first began in the ’50s grew to roughly 
40 employees by the end of the ’90s. With the dawning of the new 
century, however, the second generation of Mucci’s kicked this 
growth into overdrive after launching the Sales and Marketing 
division. In the last 20 years, Mucci Farms has grown to over 
1,200 full-time employees in Canada and the United States, with 
hundreds boasting anything between five and 30 years with the 
greenhouse grower.
 
With this growth, Mucci Farms has bolstered its operations to 
bear the title of vertically integrated: an organization’s ability to 
provide clients with end-to-end management of the supply chain.
 

Smucciestm sweet Strawberries 
are greenhouse-grown and 
cultivated with care and 
consistency, bringing fresh 
summer flavor all winter long

T   he difference between the words "produce," as in fresh 
produce that has been grown, and "produce," as in 
to make or create, are subtle. When used in everyday 

conversation, the pronunciations are almost too similar to discern: 
prōd(y)oos versus prəˈd(y)oos. And while one is a noun and the 
other a verb, we could not have the noun without the verb or, 
rather, we could not have fresh produce without a community of 
growers producing.

"We take pride in our ability to meticulously 
craft programs with our retail partners."

— Emily Murracas, Director of Marketing, Mucci Farms
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take two to three years at times, before 
an item lands on a store shelf.  
 
The benefits of Mucci Farms’ vertically-
integrated status are also felt internally. 
Specifically, its Human Resources 
(HR) Department partnered with its 
Marketing Department to launch the 
Grow With Us campaign, a response 
to the changes that have affected 
the greenhouse industry in the last 
five to ten years by creating a wide 
variety of roles within Mucci Farms’ 
team. The campaign was designed to 
build awareness within and outside 
the company that Mucci Farms 
has legitimate, long-term career 
opportunities.
 

“We wanted it to be clear that if you had 
the interest, ambition, and drive, there 
would be realistic growth opportunities 
available. There is a perception of the 
farming industry that the opportunities 
are predominantly general labor 
positions with little to no opportunities 
for growth. As a result, we decided 
to start a campaign to get the word 
out that we are offering more than 
that,” Carol says. “The campaign also 
included ways to recognize and reward 
employees, which in turn contributes to 
improving company culture and raising 
the level of team spirit. At our annual 

“In the case of Mucci Farms, this means 
that we control all ends of the process, 
providing the service to grow, pack, and 
ship product to retailers,” explains Emily 
Murracas, Director of Marketing. “In 
recent years, particularly with the rise of 
social media, marketing became widely 
considered as an additional component 
to vertical integration in the greenhouse 
industry.”
 
Emily notes that retailers have come 
to expect suppliers to offer marketing 
programs that differentiate themselves 
on store shelves and, ultimately, assist 
with increasing sales. As a result, Mucci 
Farms saw an opportunity to take a 
more hands-on approach—literally—in 
creating eye-catching brands via its 
own in-house marketing team, which 
today executes all ends of graphic design, 
videography, social media, marketing, 
in-store POP and demos, and new 
product and packaging development.
 
Being vertically integrated also means 
Mucci Farms has access to everyone 
from growers and packers to shippers 
and retailers, creating an intimacy 
between its teams and its services that 
allows the company as a whole to be 
nimble and efficient when adapting to 
changes.
 

“This also gives us the unique ability to 
curate marketing programs for retailers 
based on their specific needs and 
business models,” Emily continues. “We 

take pride in our ability to meticulously 
craft specific programs with our retail 
partners. Greenhouse farming allows 
us to forecast product supply so that 
we have the ability to build large-scale, 
long-term programs. And, our intimate 
control of each part of this process helps 
us work with retailers in a way that 
traditional farmers cannot.”
 
One example Emily gives is traveling the 
world with retailers to identify fruit and 
vegetable varieties to bring to market.  
With a handful of acreage dedicated 
to trial programs, Mucci Farms works 
in partnership with the retailer on a 
research and development program to 
maximize flavor, production, packaging, 
shelf life, and transportation goals. It can 

Left to Right: Blake Pauls, Mat Walsh, 
and Wayne St. Denis showing their Team 

Mucci Spirit at one of many 5k races

"We wanted it to be clear that if 
you had the interest, ambition, 
and drive, there would be realistic 
growth opportunities available."
—Carol Bendo, Director of Human Resources, Mucci Farms
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an aisle of fruits and vegetables in my 
eyes. Instead, as I whisk between the 
rainbow of bell peppers and the rows of 
cucumbers, then back to the peppers—
because I was so lost in my thoughts of 
produce versus produce I forgot to grab 
a few for my cart—I see the hands of 
those who tended the greenhouses, feel 
the hearts of the marketing teams who 
doctored up the packaging, and sense 
the passion of the companies that have 
passed their farming traditions down 
through the generations. 

Behind every display is a team, and 
behind the colorful displays Mucci 
Farms builds in produce aisles across 
North America, there is a community 
excelling with flying colors.

employee appreciation event, we now 
recognize and reward all of our team 
members that cross five, 10, 15, 20, and 
25 years of service marks. We have also 
created monthly awards in a variety of 
departments and invested in a renewed 
emphasis on training and development, 
mentorship programs, apprenticeships, 
and student co-op programs.”
 
The Grow With Us campaign was initially 
kicked off with an on-site career fair, 
which was advertised to the community 
via postcards sent to 30,000 homes and 
a partnership with a local radio station. 
At the job fair, Mucci Farms’ HR team 
was on location accepting resumes and 
offering on-site interviews to prospective 
employees, while the radio station and 
chefs entertained applicants with music 
and tasty Mucci Farms-branded goodies.
 

“This was a successful venture that 
helped us add key people to Team 
Mucci,” Carol reflects. “Then, to build 
on that success, we partnered with 
Workforce WindsorEssex (WFWE), a 
local employment planning council, 
to help raise awareness of career 
opportunities in the agricultural industry 
in our region. This partnership featured 
a video profile on the opportunities at 
Mucci Farms and highlighted some of 
our team members who have grown 

with us. Multiple team members were 
also interviewed for written profiles 
that appeared on WFWE’s website, in 
which they shared their stories about 
progressing at our company.”
 
Through it all—the aggressive growth, 
acquisitions (particularly its latest 
of Orangeline Farms), and major 
recruitment efforts—Mucci Farms’ goal 
has remained the same: to be North 
America’s preferred fruit and vegetable 
grower.
 

“Our company pillars—Quality Farming, 
Innovative Spirit, Passionate Team, 
Operational Excellence, and Partners 
in Produce—are helping us meet this 
goal. But we would be nothing without 
our passionate team helping us carry out 
our vision in all aspects of our company: 
from growing high-quality products 
with superior flavor and freshness, to 
researching and developing state-of-the-
art technology to improve our methods. 
The team consistently increases 
productivity, reduces waste, and delivers 
products efficiently with the highest food 
safety standards in the industry. Team 
Mucci makes it all possible,” Emily 
concludes.
 
After two years in the industry, the 
produce department is no longer merely 

Top Left: Carol Bendo, 
Director of Human Resources 
at Mucci Farms

Bottom Left: Naked Leaf Living 
Lettuce grown year round in 
Kingsville, Ontario, Canada

Right: Tomatoes On-The-Vine 
grown 365 days a year in 
Huron, Ohio
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RACHEL STOTTER
Director of 

International Sales,
T&G Global

BY MAGGIE MEAD

FRESH
YEAR-ROUND
Thinking

I ’ve been lucky enough to enjoy the lush, breathtaking 
lands of  New Zealand first-hand. When I visited, it was 
before The Lord of  the Rings trilogy was released, so the 
exchange rate was still pretty good, and the country’s 
popularity as a vacation destination had yet to reach 

critical mass. But while I was blackwater cave rafting and 
almost getting bounced off  a galloping horse, T&G Global 
was bursting at the seams as it continued to grow into the 
worldwide produce powerhouse it is today. The company is 
passionate about all produce and grows and sells a vast array 
of  fruits and veg—seriously, look up the website. 

To say T&G’s list of  produce offerings is extensive is an 
understatement. With roots that span the globe, T&G is 
uniquely suited to serve up top-of-the-line produce, picking 
the very best growing regions for each category. With that 
sort of  reach, T&G has taken its humble beginnings and 
turned the company into a worldwide empire. 

 
“Our story began in Auckland, New 
Zealand, in 1897, when Edward 
Turner started a fruit auction 
business, which went on to become 
the city’s largest,” Rachel Stotter, 
T&G’s Director of  International 
Sales, tells me. “Today, T&G is a 
kiwi-based company with a global 
footprint, and we’re still keeping it 
fresh thanks to a team of  dedicated 
growers, valued customers, and a 
passionate group of  people around 
the world. We are one of  the largest growers of  fresh 
produce in New Zealand and one of  the largest exporters of  
apples in the world, responsible for a third of  the country’s 
annual crop.”
 

T&G GLOBAL
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T&G’s global reach is a crucial aspect 
of  its success—the company works with 
more than a thousand growers across 
the world. But it’s not just growers; 
T&G teams up with companies all 
across the supply chain, including 
Oppy, a company in which T&G 
holds a 40 percent ownership position. 
Carefully selecting partners from 
post-harvest, logistics, and sales sectors 
in both hemispheres, T&G is able to 
secure a year-round supply of  the 
highest-quality produce available. The 
company ensures consistency by setting 
and managing quality standards across 
the supply chain, from the orchard to 
the consumer.
 

“We have a passion for growing and 
a commitment to quality. We work 
closely with our growers across 
multiple continents to ensure we are 
producing the best-quality produce 
and are able to deliver it year-
round. Our global footprint is a huge 
advantage—we currently export to 
around 60 countries and have offices 
in 13 countries,” Rachel comments. 

“We invest in our local sales teams, 
bringing us closer to our customers, 
and in marketing campaigns that have 
cut-through, increasing our in-market 
presence and driving growth in sales.”
 

T&G invests heavily in new categories 
and varieties, with a focus on 
technology and innovation. But 
although the company dabbles in 
endless fruits and veg, there are some 
categories that rise to the top, like the 
ever-popular apple. 
 

“We maintain globally-exclusive 
growing and marketing licenses for 
several varieties of  apples, and own the 
trademark rights for Envy™, JAZZ™, 
and Pacific Rose™. We have had 
international success with JAZZ and 

Envy, and we will continue to build on 
the success of  those brands,” Rachel 
says. “In the U.S. market, Envy apples 
are experiencing the highest growth 
in the premium apples segment, a 
testament to our product quality 
superiority.”
 
The Envy apple in particular has 
seen a surge in popularity, and in 
an independent consumer research 
survey completed earlier this year, it 
was named the most preferred apple 
variety based on its taste, texture, and 
appearance, Rachel tells me. For the 
past two years, the enviable variety was 
also ranked as U.S. consumers’ favorite 
apple in a competition run by the US 
Apple Association. With such a positive 
response, it is no surprise that T&G is 
doubling down on both its domestic 
and international distribution.
 

“We have a strong U.S. domestic 
program in place for apples, along 
with a successful export program for 
U.S.-origin fruit via our U.S.-based 
marketing team, T&G Global USA,” 
Rachel continues, noting that T&G 

The Envy™ apple 
variety has seen a 

positive response from 
consumers across the 
world and significant 
year-over-year sales 

growth

“TODAY, T&G IS A KIWI-
BASED COMPANY WITH 
A GLOBAL FOOTPRINT.”
Rachel Stotter

Director of International Sales, 
T&G Global

114 / OCT 2019



varieties are sold by Oppy, CMI 
Orchards, and Rainier Fruit Company. 

“In the domestic U.S. market, both 
JAZZ and Envy have become well 
recognized premium varieties in retail. 
Envy is a popular apple in the U.S., 
and so supply growth is set to increase 
significantly over the next five years.”
 
As T&G increases its supply volumes 
of  its Envy variety, the company 
continues to develop global market 
opportunities with a close focus on the 
U.S. and Asia. The company supports 
this growth by investing heavily in 
marketing, particularly with brand 
development and building consumer 
pull. The strategy has obviously 
paid off, as the Envy variety has 
experienced significant year-over-year 
sales growth, rapidly gaining traction 
in the premium apple category. T&G 
has an expansion plan in mind that will 
significantly increase volume of  the 
popular new variety over the next five 
years.
 
If  Envy apples are a hot, young starlet, 
JAZZ apples are seasoned actors—
well known, always dependable, and 
beloved by multiple generations. JAZZ 

apples may not have any Oscars (yet), 
but it is a well-established variety with 
global popularity and hordes of  brand 
loyalists drawn to the apple’s unique 
taste profile. 

Both varieties are grown exclusively in 
Washington, which is suited to grow 
for the expanding organics market, 
and have been exceeding consumer 
demand for consistent, high-flavor, 
high-quality apples. With multiple all-
star varieties in its corner, Rachel tells 
me that T&G is more than ready to 
meet growing demand.
 

“As our brands gain distribution 
and are known and enjoyed 
by more people, we 
anticipate good 
growth in 
demand, 

fulfilled by our increase in local 
production and supported by import 
supply in the off-season,” she says. 

“The supply of  apples continues to 
build globally with a constant array of  
new IP varieties emerging in markets. 
Markets will continue to evolve, and 
global trade factors will continue to 
influence market conditions and apple 
trade follows. We are well-positioned 
to continue to grow in the U.S. market, 
securing a 365-day supply and 
consistent high-quality fruit. We know 
we are on the right track.”
 
Again, technology and innovation 
are at the forefront of  everything 
T&G does as the company thinks 
outside the box and sets its sights on 
future growth. Aware of  the effect 
the changing climate has on growing 
fruit, T&G has invested in Hot Climate 
Breeding programs, allowing it to grow 
and commercialize new varieties of  
apples that can withstand heat and 
unpredictable weather. The company 
consistently seeks out new methods to 
improve its products, recently enlisting 
its first-ever robotic harvester to assist 
with picking apples during this year’s 
harvest in New Zealand. The robot—
or apple-bot, as I like to call it—
enables T&G to meet increasing global 
demand, compensating for current and 
future labor shortages. 
 

T&G Global depends on 
its network of dedicated 

growers to secure a 
year-round supply of 
the highest-quality 

apples available

“IN THE U.S. MARKET, ENVY 
APPLES ARE EXPERIENCING 
THE HIGHEST GROWTH 
IN THE PREMIUM APPLE 
SEGMENT.”
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But it’s not all apples on the brain—remember, T&G has 
a remarkable portfolio of  produce categories and, like its 
crowd-pleasing apples, the company has plans to expand its 
other offerings as well.
 

“While we have been exporting apples and grapes to Vietnam 
for some time, adding U.S. berries into the mix reinforces 
our presence in the market and allows us to leverage 
existing relationships. Soon, we will add U.S. grapes under 
our Orchard Rd. brand, targeting the fast-growing Asian 
markets,” Rachel tells me.
 
Expansion may be a key component of  T&G’s operations, 
but equally important are the people involved, whether they 
are employees, growers, or customers. With such a long and 
storied history and a commitment to quality, it is inevitable 
that the company attracts others who are just as passionate 
about growing the best produce on the planet—a goal that 
Rachel tells me is built into T&G’s DNA. 
 

“T&G is a trusted brand, built on a rich history and heritage,” 
she comments. “As we transform T&G into a fully integrated 
global business, we will continue to be a trusted partner, to 

have that ‘roll up your sleeves’ mentality, and a passion for 
quality. Our purpose is to ‘Grow healthier futures through 
fresh fruit and vegetables,’ and that sentiment is embedded in 
everything we do. Our people are integral in bringing that to 
life. Everyone who works at T&G Global is passionate about 
growing healthier futures, and we do that by living the T&G 
mindset of  being grounded, resilient, open, and having a 
winning attitude.”
 
With that winning attitude, T&G has gone from a small New 
Zealand company to a worldwide produce maven, building 
a loyal following of  partners and consumers, all while 
exploring new markets, technologies, and varieties. There’s 
much on the horizon for T&G, including a global grape and 
berry program expansion throughout the U.S. and Asia—but 
that’s a story for another time.
 
After talking with Rachel, I find myself  daydreaming about 
my experiences with New Zealand, particularly its residents’ 
incredible zest for life and down-to-Earth warmth, now 
seeing the connection between T&G’s New Zealand origin 
and its passionate, dedicated ethos. But, more than anything, 
I could really go for an apple right about now.

“T&G IS A TRUSTED 
BRAND, BUILT ON A 
RICH HISTORY AND 
HERITAGE.”
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By Jordan Okumura
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By Jordan Okumura

E ver since I was a little 
girl, there has always 
been that familiar little 
bottle in our spice cabinet, 

wrapped in a reddish-orange 
label that made it easy to identify 
and hold in my little kid hands. 
Shichimi Togarashi went into 
or onto everything, whether it 
was sprinkled on a simple bowl 
of steamed rice, added to the 
chicken and bok choy recipe that 
my father stir-fried in the kitchen 
on winter evenings, or layered 
in with the mackerel and served 
with grated daikon.
 
As I grew up, I have seen it appear 
in more areas than traditional 
Japanese cuisine. Take the Bloody 
Mary (or Maria) bar, for example. 
The cocktail is a great place to 
incorporate spice and flavor in 
new and versatile ways. The 
Japanese seven spice—made 
up of a variety of ingredients 
from orange or yuzu peel; black, 
white, and toasted sesame seeds; 
cayenne or chili pepper to ginger, 
Szechuan pepper, and nori—not 
only allows the flavor of the core 
ingredients to come through, 
but it adds that subtle heat and 
essence unique to the blend.
 
The recipe of seven ingredients 
itself can vary based on need, 

palate, and brand with garlic, 
hemp seeds, poppy seeds, or 
many other flavor alternatives 
swapped into the mix as well. 
Included with vegetables or fruit—
raw or cooked, salad or stew—the 
unique partnership of flavors 
offers plenty of value for menus 
everywhere. Use with traditional 
and plant-based proteins? I am 
going to say yes, that is pretty 
much a given.
 
The nice thing about a spice 
that offers a range of flavors 
for the sweet or savory dish 
is that there is room for 
experimentation, whether you 
begin by adding it into a bowl of 
ramen, spice up BBQ sauce, or 
add it to your mushroom-blended 
burger patty.
 
From food truck to fine dining, 
I would love to see this pop up 
more often on menus across 
demographics and cuisines. And 
maybe, for produce departments, 
there are a few cross-
merchandising opportunities for 
summer grilling, fresh-cut fruit, 
or veg accompaniments. The 
options are limitless as is the 
imagination.
 
The spice of life takes on many 
shapes, sizes, and, in this case, 
flavors.
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Wash Euro Beans® thoroughly and cut into 2-3" lengths on an angle.

Blanch beans in boiling water for 2 minutes and then quickly put into ice 
water to stop the cooking and set the bright green color. 

Drain well and then toss with vinegar, oil, salt and pepper, and mint.

Place on a serving plate or bowl. Garnish with remaining mint. 

To learn more about DelFrescoPure®, visit www.delfrescopure.com

1
2

3
4

EURO BEAN ® SALAD WITH FRESH MINT

12 oz Euro Beans®

2 tbsp white wine vinegar
3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil
2 tbsp chopped mint leaves 
Salt and pepper, to taste

Prep Time: 10 min
Total Time: 12 min
Servings: 4 cups

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?
DelFrescoPure® 

Euro Beans®
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Toast bread to desired crispness. Spread a thin layer of butter over still warm 
toast. Spread peanut butter thickly over the top.

Top with Zespri SunGold kiwifruit slices.

Add additional toppings, as desired: blueberries, grapes, raspberries, sliced 
strawberries, drizzled honey. Serve immediately.

 
To learn more about Zespri, visit www.zesprikiwi.com

1

2
3

ZESPRI ® SUNGOLD ® KIWIFRUIT TOAST

2 Zespri® SunGold® kiwifruit, peeled 
and sliced thickly

4 thick slices fruit and nut bread
2 tsp butter
4 tbsp peanut butter
Optional toppings: blueberries, grapes, 

raspberries, sliced strawberries, honey

Prep Time: 10 min
Servings: 2

INGREDIENTS DIRECTIONS

WTF { what the fork }

DO I DO WITH        ?Zespri® SunGold® 
Kiwifruit
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LEARN MORE: WWW.UNITEDFRESH.ORG



Contact:  Priscilla Lleras-Bush 
 priscillaprestige@outlook.com  •  817-793-3133

Join PAIA to be part of an association that is 
advancing and shaping the entire asparagus industry! 
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