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SALAD DAYS

How a lowly leaf becane a bigh-end deficacy.

BY BURKHARD BILGER

oucetre, they called ir, the sweet

lirrle one, and its lack of cultiva-
tion was half its charme. Tt was a slendes,
diminutive thing—so lowbom thar it
came clean only after repeated wash
ings—but it had strong roots and sur-
prising soap, and @ certain native, untu-
tored delicacy. Alevandre Dumas found
it "very tender and very tasty,” and
Thamas Jefferson always kept a place
for it at Monticello, Balzac wrote parts
for it in his novels, and the great food
writer Waverly Root warned agains:
dressing it too fnedy, lest its “modest,
subtle, seductive, and caressing” charac-
ter be compromised. Even its admirers
admitted that it was sell a bir wild: an
unimpraved little weed that no ane had
ever bathered to take in hand. But they
liked st well encugh as it was,

“It’s beantiful,” Todd Koons told me
ome evening, “But it's a litthe leggy.” We
were sitting in 4 restagrant on a lamp-lie
side street in Casmel, Califormiz. Koone,
who 15 forty-four, was wearing a cream
linen shirt with the sleeves rolled up,
and, like a lot of people in Carmel, he
looked as if he'd just had a long, relaxding
mud bath. He had burnished skin and
sun-bleached hair, loose shoulders, and
an easy, half-mocking smile. Peering in-
tently at his salad bewl, he reached in
with his thumb and forefinger and lifred
out a spng of doucette, or mache, as it's
now commonly known in the United
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States. [ts eighe spoon-shaped leaves
were clustered in a perfect rosetie, but
Koons wasn't impressed. “It’s too big
and it’s overdressed,” he said, “1deally,
there would be just six leaves, and the
whole thing would fit in your mouth.”
He shook his head and sighed, then
ate the miche anyway. “One of my
most valuable lessons has been that [
am niot my salad,” he said. “T am nat my
mdche. Just because my miche s hav-
ing a bad day doesn’t mean 1 have to
have a bad day."

Koons is 2 farmer, an entreprencur,
and the president of a produce com-

pany called Epic Roors. He has been
Eallzd the Johnny Appleseed of salad,
but he's more like its Colonel Tom
Parker: he takes abscure country greens
and grooms them for mass consump-
tior., He first came across milche a5 a
young boy in Oregon, fiving on a small
hippie farm near Eugene. His parents
were artists and epicunes—a rare combi-
mation in the nineteen-seventies—who
warked with stained and raised
their own rabbits and s. Diin-
mrummng,ulk}'nﬁhnhtb}rkemn
sene lamps, often with other artists and
intellecruals around the rable, and Todd
was in charge of the salads. At first, he
didn't really notice the mache—its taste
was toa subtle to srtand out amang the
other greens. But one wisitor almest cer-
tainky did. Alice Waters, the owner of
Chez Panisse, in Berkeley, came to din-
ner in 1975 as the guest of a local art
patzon and gourmet, Afterward, when
she heard who had made the salad, she
teasingly invited Koons to come see her
when he fnished high school, Three
years later, at the age of eighteen, he
showed up and asked for g job.

Chez Panisse was, of course, the
wellspring of a new kind of American
ceoking in those years. Warers, who
opened the restaurant in 1971, when
she was twenty-seven years old, re-
minded a generation of chets of the vir-
rues of fresh, local, sessonal produce,
and salad was her prime proselytizng
tool. In the late scventics, when thice-
quarters of the letruce sold in this coun-

try was #till iceberg, Waters was servang
organic mesclun—a spicy bramble of
leaves from a dozen or more kinds of
plants, flanked by rounds of baked goat
cheese, which was considered equally
exotic, “That was the salad that changed
America,” the restaurant consultan
Clark Wolf told me recently. "It taugh
us thar greens aren't necessarily blar
and wilting, that they can be

and sweet and nutty and creamy. It
taught us that they can make a different
dish in every season, as the crops and
ﬂmmdmny_mﬂ,mmhmrﬂnm
it changed the way we felt about every-
thing. If salad wasn't just iceberg with a
slice of radigh on vop, then what about
other vegetables? What abour chickens
and cheese and milk and grains®"

In the years since Chez Panisse
opened, Amencan produce has been
virtually reanvented. Organic vegetables
can be bought at Piggly Wiggly, and hst
year McDonalds sold a hundred and
fifty million “spring mix” salads—their

people once attacked with hoes and her-
bicides, are & two-and-a-half-billion-
dnlh:mdumy.ﬁmmmd“&mhnm
been central figures in this revolution.
For a few years after he arrived at Chez
Panitze, they also dated. But in recent
years they've taken orgamic Rrming
down radically diverging paths, While
Waters has continued to p.::l.r;]:t Halow
food" and small farms, Koons has fo-
cussed on broadening the repertoire
of industrial agriculrure. Miche is his
latest protégé. If he was slow to appee-

ciate it at first, he has come to think of  gheve

it as the perfect salad green: sophist-
cated enpugh for gourmets yer ami-
able encugh for a truck-stop diner. The
French grow fifty million pounds of ita
year, and Koons believes thar Ameri-
cang could congume four imes as much.
“It's going to be big,” he says. “It's going
to be a mother,”

First, though, it must be made
codperate. Like a lot of salad greens,
midche is more than a linle passive-

aggressive. It will agree to grow most

anywhere, just not particularly well. It's
native to the Alps, so to withstand the
California sun it must be kepr in shade
at all times, like some pale Victorian
beauty. When picked fresh in the wild,
it's subtle and complex, with a fainr fste
of hazelmuts and newly mowed grass. [n
a farmer’s hands, it can turn fabby and
insipid. How do you shape so delicate a
thing for the blunt tastes of the Ameri-
can consumer? How do you turn it into
1 uniform and i product, one
that lends itself 10 mechanized harvest-
ing and washing, can last for weeks
witheut wilting, and yields enough to
justify all the money that's been poured
into it? How do you make a widget out
of a weed?

lot of this ien't about winning, It's

about not losing,” Koons told me
one moming, as he surveyed a field of
miiche that was ready for harvest, “Be-
cause, in agriculture, ot losing is really
pretty good." The feld lay near the cen-
ter of the Salinas Valley, two hours south
of San Francisco. To che east, the Gabi-
lan Mountains, patched with scrub oak
and bluegrass and crimson madrone,
rose toward the distant Diablo !
Across the valley, beyond a hazy line of
willovws that marked the wimiingu of
the Salinas River, the ochre hills of the
Santa Lucias hunkered in the sun. It
was past eleven, so the fog that blankets
the valley every moming had burned
off. Soon, the fields would heat up,
drawing coal air down the valley from
the Pacific Ohcean, seventesn miles away.
Most days, the temperature never rises
seventy,

The valley’s abundant sun and cool
air, loamny soil, and vast underground
aquifer have mrned ir into Americas
Salad Bowl: ninety per cent of our salad
gre'em—-nmund four billion a

year—are grown here, The valley has
two hundred or so lettuce farmers, who
sell their harvest vo about twenty ship-
ping companies, The two largest ship-
pers, Diole and Fresh Express, account

for almost eighty per cent of the bagged-
salad business. Th own their own
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farmis in addition to from local

growers, and they have driven prices low

to force most small operators
business.

Epic Roots is one of the smallest
farms around. Its two hundred acres
of miche are a tiny fraction of the val-
ley’s hundred and forry thousand acres
of salad greens. Sdll, like the small or-
ganic farms that first grew mesclun
mose than twenty years ago, the com-
pany has cornered its market: most of
the valley’s industrial farms either haven’t
heard of méche or find it too finicky to
grow, To temper the California sun and
keep out insects like the leaf miner,
Koons and his two main growers, David
Gill and Mike Hitcheock, have 1o keep
their miche under blue-green row cov-
ers, which look like miniature tents
at an army base. Even then, the plant
E!lnﬁm!ﬁmﬂnwlyﬂﬂgrmmmhw
to the ground that it is easily over-
whelmed by weeds, *1 mean, show me
the miche over there,” Koons said,
pointing to a shaggy patch in the next

row. “If just one wesd germinates, thar's
what you get.”

On an organic farm, growers can
gradually clear the soil by letting the

weeds sprout up, then them
under before they go to seed. Bur it’s
a show, expensive process. In a year or
two, when the miiche market has been
established and the plant’s idicsyncrasies
are better understood, farming it argan-
ically sheould be cost-effective. For now,
though, the growers still use chemical
hesbicides. “I'm an organic guy to the
core,” Koons said. “But, growing these
babaes, ir's hard to stay tree o it all”
Even when the miiche grows clearand =
heat wave doesn't kill it, he added, the
crop doesn't abways survive the harvest,
Koons plut]:r.d a piece of miche
from the ground and shook off the soil,
then turned it over to show me its long,
nubbly root. Between the top of the
oot and the hub of the rosette lay &
n stem less than a quarter of an

inch long, To harvest miche mechani-
cally—which Koons must do in order w

turn a profit—a machine has to cur the
plantwithin this tiny strike zeme, which
lies entirely underground. And it has to
do so with absolute consistency, “Other
plants give you a lot more leeway,”
Koons said. “If you're growing a five-
inch baby lettuce, you cun cut it any-
where. Bur with miche yvou'll either end
up with too much root or you'll just have
a bunch of leaves.”

Epic Roots has harvesting machines
a long, thin blade just beneath the sur-
face, but only if the fields are kid our
with mathemartical precision—"and na-
ture abhors jon,” Koont said. The
miche beds have to be levelled by ma-
chinery guided by (G.P5. and lasers, The
seeds are peumatically injected at three-
inch intervals, The harvesters are im-
ported from France, where miche is
grown mainly in the Leire Valley, bur
nearly every component has to be mad-
ified to suit the soil and scale of local
farming. “It's a brave new world over
here,” saud. “The. machines are
bigger, we drive 'em faster, and we drive
em longer. It st a different beast.”

Earlier that week, the ingr head
of a harvester had been broken and had
to be repaired, ar a cost of twenry-five
thousand dollars. In the meantime, the
Fﬂ’ﬂ'ﬂ'j’lﬂd Eﬂﬂtﬂﬂﬂﬂfﬂiﬂ'ﬂw‘!ﬂr
Chcacan migrants, most of whom miake
about seven dollars an hous, o handpick
the crop, Koons watched them shuffie
down the rows of plants, bundled in
mud-stained sweatsuite and bandannas,
working their curved little knives in the
soil. “There was 2 time in my Life when |
was cockier, when I deluded o
thinking 1 keew what [ was doing,” he
said. “Thar has definitely changed.”

Koons arrived at Chez Pa-

nisse, in 1978, Alice Waters, like

many American chefs, still had to forage
for much of what she served. Then as
now, the restaurant offered only a single,
priz-fixe dinner menu, but it changed
every day and many ingredients couldnt
be found in stores. “For me, those were

the best years,” Jean-Pierve Moullé, the
restuurant’s soft-spoken senior chef, told
me, “We didn't have the neowork we
have now, but people would come to
the back door with some berries theyd
collecred, or some fish theyd caughe.”
Sometimes neighbors brought vegeta-
bles from their gardens and exchanged
them for meals, or Moullé collecred
chanterelles in the Berkeley hills. Wa-

ters had designated Koons the garde-
IMANEET, OF pantry manages, so i any
ingredient Emﬂ lacking he would
wake up before dawn and starr driv-
ing. He might head up to Peraluma for
wild strawberries or down to the Sacra-
mento River delta for crayfich. *He was
a kid who wanted to touch everything,”
Moullé said.

Boons and Moullé soon became
friends and started a garden together
for the restaurane, on terraced plots in
a local doctors back yard. But Koons's
real culinary education came later, when
he and Waters began dating. She wasn't
yet the “doyenne of Western cuisine,”
he says, but she was already well con-
nected in the food world. When they
vacationed rogether in France, Italy,
MNew York, and Londan, the days would
spool by like endless tasting menus.
“If we weze in some tiny lirde market in
the South of France, she'd meet Lulu
Peyraud, who is a central figure in French
cooking, und we'ld be invited for dinner
at her vineyard.” In Mexico, they dined
with Diana Kennedy, and in Portland
with James Beard: in Paris they ate at
L'Ami Louis and in Venice at the Gritti
Palace. "] can't semember all the places,
but 1 can remember all the meals,”
EWITIEEH.

andu:}'ﬂmﬂ'reulauumhlpm
abways a fracticus ane, and not just be-
eause of the differences in Waters's and
Koonss ages and job titles. *1 think he
wis 50 lovely she didn't rake him sen-
ously,” ene munsal acquaintance told
me. “He dido’t have sufficient gravitas
for her" Koons credits Waters with tak-
ing the edge off his youthful arro-
gance—nhe fancied himself a food critic
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founded TKO: Todd Koons Organic.

at first, after his gourmet upbringing—
but there was also “a little fear there,”
he says, “You don't go up against the
God Mother.” After they broke up,
in the early cightics, he keft the restau-
rant. As Moullé, who has himself been
fired once or twice from Chez Panisse,
put it, “When things are going wrong
with Alice, she has a tendency o say,
]Ht o

Koons drifted for a while after that,
from cooking to farming and back
again. He for chefs in Paris and
Mew York, and became a consulant for
organic farms in the Bay Area. Then, in
1986, he was hired by a subsidiary of
Dalgery, a British agricultural-supply
firm, to launch a fresh-herb operation
in the Salinas Valley. “It was my first ex-
perienee of corporate agriculoare,” he
says, “They were a fifteen-billion-collar
company, and they put a lot of money
into this line. We had sample packs and
herb bags, and we the tech-
B0, to de-stem and chop up the
herbs.” Unlike Koons, however, Dalgety
had Little intrinsic interest in being a pi-
oneer. It had prajected nine million dol-
lars in gross revenues within the firs:
year. When herb sales fell far shore of
that marle, the company shut the opera-
tion down,

“Twas ineredulows,” Keons says, but he
was also impressed. The people ar Dal-
gety had taken an obscure crop and rein-
vented it for the mainstream, They had
shown him how to reach beyond the be-
nevalent food snobs of Berkeley—to
spread the bounty of Chez Panisse to
the rest of the country. They had simply
picked the wrong crop: fresh herbs, as
ubiquitous a5 they've since become, ae
still ondy 3 hundred-million-dollar bus-
nezs. “They thought these little greens
were where it's at,” Koorns save. “ Saladwas
where It was at.” A few weeks after the
hery business went bust, he borrowed a
hundred thousand dollars from his girl-
friend’s mother, who had founded a Ju-
cratrve steck-phatography agency in New
York Then he leased forty acres of an old
ranch inside the Salinas city limits and

Lll-hr any grower of salad greens,
began with a basic problem:
his plants we:ren't designed mo go any-
where, Most fruits and are nat-
urally prepackaged for . Their
n‘:ﬂ-'tﬂuuismhdvri.ﬂ:inﬂpcdnr:
their flesh bound together and shielded
from bacteria and the Elements. Let-
tuce is much more vulnerable. When
mt,ﬂructnlnthk:ap:rmnwhnhu
been badly wounded: it stars to respire
heavily, using the extra eoygen to speed
up its metabalism and rev up its immune
systemn, A plant chat’s still roored can
prevent infection this way and then grow
new tissue. Once harvested, it consumes
itself in the effort. More and more of its
cellulose breaks down, releasing energy
and producing water, The more water
the lettuce loses, the more it wiles.

Cold can delay the process consid-
erably: for every ten-degree drop, the
chemical reactions in a leaf are cut in
half. But salad greens can't be frozen like
um:rmv:!gtmw“ + or their cells will be
ruptu e crysials. A refrigerator
can keep them crisp for a week or so,
but that isn't nearly long enough for
most farmers. Though ninery per cent of
American letsce is grown in the West,
much of it is caten in the Ease. If cut let-
Tuce were put in an ordinary refrigerated
truck, it would be half-dead by the time
it got from California to New Yok That
iswhy Amesicans spenta cen 1
and such strong cell walls dhat it can last
for two or three weeks withour wilting
It’s 2 berruce builr for the long haul

In the early nineteen-sivties, scien-
tists at the Whi Corporation put
EOME iﬁbtmund:fa g{ﬂmf::,
pumped gut all the air, and Aooded the
jar with carbon dioxide and oxygen.
Thase were exuberant days for food
technologists. Elsewhere in the 1zh, re-
searchers were zapping vegetables with
radiation and inventing squeeze dis-
pensers for astronauts. The iceberg team
reasoned that if lettuce were deprived of

cocygen to fuel its breakdown it would
stay crisp much longer They were right,
but only within limits, If the lettuce re-
cerved too little oxygen, its anaerobic
metabolism kicked in and, ike the yeasts
in beer, began to yield ethanol and other
potent by-products. The lettuce, in ather
wurds, began to ferment. The trick was
o take same but not lllufﬂ}:q;gq,lggn
aut of the atmosphere: you had to keep
the letouce barely breathing,

Total Environment Consrol, as this
process was then called, nearly doubled
the shelf Life of letruce, arning it into an
international commodity. By the early
seventies, the TLS. Army was sending
heads of iceberg to Vietnam. But shred-
ded letruce still couldn't be shipped in
bulle—it wilted o quickly enee it lft
the truck’s eontralled
that was where the real moneywas, Let-
tuce farmers were throwing out half thels
crops, because the heads were slightly
imperfect, If those heads could be shred-
ded and sold, the indusery could more
than double 1ts profits,

In 1966, Wh:ﬂ;:un-nl ined with a
Eahfccmugmw{mwmﬂadFmduEr
press) to create the first bagged salad: a
mixture of iccbery, endive, and cabbage
sealed in plastic and pumped full of car-
bon dioxide, nitrogen, and wmygen. ‘Tt
crashed and burned,” Jim Lugg, the
president of Transfresh, a sister com-
pany thas did the research and develop-
ment for Fresh Express, told me. Theat-
mosphere inside the bags was much
harder to control than that inside a truck,
If the bag was airdght, the letuce used

. up any oxygen and began o ferment. If

it lesked, the letruce respired too much
and began to tum pink and wile. The
srnallest piecss deterioratad Fastest, leay-
ing the salad speckled with blackened
slime, "So we went back to the drawing
board,” Lasgg said,

It took Fresh Express unsil 1989—
mose than twenty years and another dis-
astrous t rollout later—to “crack
the code,” as Luge put it, and mass-
produce the first retail bagged salads.
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knives sharpened, battalions of chem-
ssts subcontracted to creare the perfect
polymers. Today's bags are a triumph of
practical ingenuity. Their plastic s made
up of five to ten layers, cach with a dif-
ferent funetion. Some are designed to
make the package shiny or erinkly, oth-
ers to cary pnnt well, Together, they
have 1o be just permeable encugh to
keep the bag's artificial atmosphere in
balance—the wrang ink alone can suf-
focate o salad. As the lettuce sits on the
shelf, the gases in the beg are constantly
consumed, released, and r:iiml:d_l:bq.u
gen, nitrogen, and carbon-dicxide mal-
ecules bord with the polymers on ane
sidde of the plastic and are released on the
other, diffusing from high concentra-
tions to low. Every type of salad requires
a different type of bag, tailored to its res-
piration rate by gas chromatography and
computer analysis. Every bag is a minia-
ture biosphere.

hartks to the new technology, let-

ngee
frigeranion alone. But to start 2 salad craze,
Koone knew, vou needed something bet-
ter than iceherg. Word of mesclun had

spread across the country by then, but the
supply was limited. At first, chefs lilke
Witers th:g;'muliwmdwr,ﬁm
seed bnught in France and smuggled
through customs by the suitcase-full
Then a handful of organic truck fam-
ers—Wharren Weber in Marin County,
Morse Pitts in the Hudson \"nllc:;
began selling them to restaurants
patural-food stores, and at farmers’ mar-
kets. Demand was so high that plants
like radicchio, arugula, mizuna, and lolla
ross3 helped stores turn huge profits.
To industrial grm‘a;r;.ﬁddmugh, organic
FTOWEDs were Jilst ies exploting a
tad: weed farmers, they called them.
“The thing about organics back then
was that we had to invent everything,”
Koons told me. Mesclun, unlike méche,
had never been farmed industrially

overseas, In Provence, gardeners simply

blended seeds together and scattered
them by the handful. Koons tried to em-
ulate them ar first, but the plants ma-
tared ar different rates, so when some
wcr:mn:lyml'ﬁnﬂ:t!ﬂEﬁﬁmu-
grown or undergrown. He tried using
spirch harvesters—colossal machines
with sicklelike blades and powerful vac-
wums to suck in the leaves—but they
chewed up the crops and spat out lie-

gently dip each leaf in a cold=wates bath,
then ser the leaves to dry on cloth towels,
a single laver ata ime. Koons didn't have
time for that.

“1 remember goirgg to San Jose to see
the first washing system we had cussom-
built," Koons told me, "It was designed
by an engincer ramed Schnake, who
came to me from one of the companies
Twas uipment from. It looked
like something out of Willy Wonlka. It
had a tank forty feet bong, with these
undulating plastic walls, like a swam-
ming pool in Las Vegas, and there were
all these cones along the sides to do the
gentle washing. It had cables and pul-
leys, and a bubble systern, and this giant

-white agitator that would
come down.” Koons had spent six hun-
dred thousand dallars on the machine,
but when Schnake threw in somne salad
for a test run half the leaves shot right
through the tank without getring clean.
The other half hir the cones and went
around and around, dowly getting beaten
to a pulp. “It was like a giant green
smoothic machine," Koons said. "And
that was just the first stage. There was a
big rank with paddles after that, | was,
like, ‘Schnake, you're an engraeer. My
five daughter could have de-
signed something better than this' |
wanted to kick him."

Every letruce grower in the valley has
i boneyard somewhere: a warehouse
full of monstrous old machines—gut-
sprung shredders, sabre-toothed tillers,
and mammoth transplanters—long since
replaced by sleeker beasts. Koons knows

one grower who used Jacuzzis to wash
his greens, and another who used clothes
dryers to spin them. Before there were
salad baggers, people experimented with
Teflon-coated machines designed to
package cigarerres. " They were & quarter
million a pop,” Koons recalls. "So we
had a guy build us one for a hundred
thousand instead. It was siceen feet tall
and looked like a glant praying mantss.
The salad would go to the top of this
open and let it drop into the bags, Ka-
! Kan-chang!"

%Mmﬂhpﬂfmhﬁm-
chines, Mesclun was selling for fourreen
dallars a pound, so he could afford to
lose some of his crop to incfhciency,
By 1993, TKO was farming ten thou-
sand acres @ year and shipping bagged
mesclun natiormwide. But in aylmlmrr..
Koons likes to say, namre always bats
last. In January of 1995, ten inches of
rain fell, swelling the Saliras River o
capacity, When storms dumped another
ten inches in March, the river washed
over its banks. Within days, the flood
had reached ance-in-a-century levels and
all of TKO's farms were underwazer. "It
was one of the fastest bankruptoies n
histary," Knons says. The hardest blow
came later, when he ran into
Wazers ar a conference on mﬁuimil:
agriculture. “1 can almost see what

was wearing,” he says. “She was about to
address the crowd at dinnes, and we were
talking off to the side. She shook her fin-
ger at me and ssid, "You grew too large."

he real cause of TEKO's downfall
wasn't ambation; it was inexpenence.
Vereran zalad farmers know better than
to have all their fields in a foodplan and
all their money in the same crop. Koons
prowved that there was a huge market for
nl:ga.mcsalu.d and mesclun, but his farm-
ing was never efficient enoagh to tuly
that marker—and he liked it that

wary: He didn'twant to undercut the small
orginic furms that had meschun to them-
sehves when he started. He just wanted to
sell the same product ar the same price to
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a broader audience. In the end, though,
he helped put them all out of business.”]
was the pioneer, the wedge,” he says. *]

arrow in my back and in my
ass, then 1 paved the way for the markes
to get there.”

After TRO went under, a small or-
ganic grower called Farthbound Farm
bought most of its assers, Earthbound
then went on to become a partner with a
couple of the largest conventional grow-
ers in the valley, Mission Ranches and
Tanimura 8 Antle. Together, they now
udlﬂmnnn,giit}rpﬁuntufﬂ::mm
1:1'}"'5 organic greens—about a hallinn
servings a year. Earthbound's farms are
spread across six states, parcelled among
microchimates where fewer insects will
find them. lts efficiencies are such that
the price of mesclun has fallen 1o five
dollars a pound. “For a long time, all
the guys at universities and the organic
farmers said that you just can't do it
well on a large scale,” Warren Weber,
Chez Panissc’s first supplies, told me.
“But when the commercial guys finally
swooped in it seemed like they leamed
it in seconds.”

One morming near San Juan Bau-
tista, forty-five minutes narth of Koons's
milche farm, I watched one of Earth-
bound’s harvesters rip through a field
of oak-leaf lettuce. The machine
hmaﬁmm ungainly appendages,
like some gizmo fresh from an invenror's
basement, but it worked fawlesly. As
it mowed down the row, it first pushed
a rakelike device known as 1 “tickler”
through the crop, shocing away rodents
and other undesirables, Then it sheed
the plants with a band-saw blade, half an
inch from the ground. The cut leaves
fell onto the first of a series of conveyor
belts. One had a vibeating grid that shook
out any small pieces, Other belss were
ing up through them, Rocks, insects, and
ather heavy ohjects fell through the gaps,
while the leaves watted gently up to the
next belr. At the top of the incline, the
greens were sprinkled with water and
gently dropped into twenty-pound bins,

a line of which snaked down a conveyor
belr of their own.

At tull speed, the machine can har-
wvest forty thousand pounds of
dnyﬂndEtrdﬁMuﬂ,lmmifwu
runs at full speed. From the moment
the crop is harvested until bags of salad
reach grocery stores, three to six days
hmq&ncmnpnyum:dnﬂrpnmm
preserve shelf Life. The greens are carriec
straight from the harvester to a refriger-
ared truck in the feld. From there, they
go to a nearby factory, equipped wath
pmmmgmdunuﬂtumhlmﬂm
at TKO bur engineered to the tightes:
mll:rm::s.Th: salad washers look fike
rides at 3 water park, with paddle wheels
that submerge the leaves in a lightly
chloninated srream and bubhling agnta-
tors that toss them clean, The spinners
are perfectly calibrated to keep from
crushing the lettuce against their sides.
The form fillers weigh the salad in pre-
cise increments, drop it into Ziploc bags
fused together on the spot, then puff
the bags with rhe proper gases before
completely sealing them. At every stage
of the process—from truck to factory to
refrigerated shelf in the supermarker—
the salad is kept berween thirty-four
and thirty-six degrees Fahrenheit. The
“cold chain,” as salad producers call it, is
never broken.

Ohrganic growers still produce only
seven per cent of the bagged salad sold
in this country, but their operations are
gsome of the most efficient and compet-
itive in the | . That's ane reason
Koons focussed on miche: when he
founded Epic Roots, in 1998—after
working a5 a consultant for another or-
ganic grower—FEsrthbound wasnt grow-
:ng:ty:t.HHpen.tEveymmtmg
growing and mache varieties
{there are mere than two hundred).
Then he went looking for same help.

David Gill and Mike Hircheock,
Koons's two principal partners, are
among the most expericnced growers
in the valley: together, they farm fovirtesn
thousand acres of other salads and veg-
etables in addition to miche. By the time
Koons approached them, they'd seen

arugula take off, in the late nineteen-
nineties, and they were willing to tzke
a chance on the next grear green. “We
thought we'd all make millions of doi-
lars,” Gill tald me. "We didn't mn.n
pate how tough it would be to grow”
Still, the learning curve has been no
steeper than it was for mesclun. This
past spring, the company had its first
two profitable months. With luck, Gill
says, they may have a good season or
twio ahead of them, before Earthbound
or some other industrial grower steps in
and rakes over.

The miche grown by Epic Roots is
processed in a plant similar 1o Earth-
bound’s, though the leaves are so deh-
cate that they require particularly pentle
washing, A whole harvest—around
threz-quarters of a million pounds—
could be bagged in two days by Earth-
bound. But demand is rising stead-
ily. When Epic Roots shipped its first
miiche, two years ago, fewer than a hun-
dred stores carried it. Within a year, the
number had grown to a thousand. This
vear, nearly two thousand stores carry the
company's miche, including the Whole
Foods and Trader Joe's chains, and Egic
Roots has been endorsed by top chefs
like Danicl Boulud. In the spring, after
reviewing the & microbial and
shelf-life studies, Burger King approved
miche for inclusion in its mied salads.
“It's not ke they'll start saying, Now
with mdche!"" Koons acknowledges.
“They don't even know how to pro-
nounce it yet. But it does give me hope,”

he salad industry is an American

success story of the old-fashioned
kind: innovators make good; business
bears fruit. Its growth seems hard to be-
grudge. All the technology brought to
bear on greens, from polymers and pases
to cold chains and harvesters, i in the
service of a more natural product. FiFtr
years 2go, vegetables wire overcooked
and sealed n cans; twenty years ago they
were frozen in cartons; today they're
packaged fresh in clear plastic bags.
While most letouce is still grown with
chemical herbicides and pesticides, or-
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ganic farms like Earthbound's are as
healthy and beauriful as they a::ldm:

Evenanald ar-
e et Wast Wit
that their produce, when picked fresh,
can taste as good as anything he grows,
Tsn't that good enough?

No, 43 4 manter of fact, it’s not, Alice
Warers told me, “When | think what
that Bttle mes:hun mix has nrned ineo, ic
just makes me sad,” she said. “To think
that someone can put that name on 4
bag of salad from God knows where ...
It’s pretty alarming, Pret-tv alarmng,
And T feel terribly responsible for that.”
It was late afternoon at Chez Panisse,
and a soft, refructed light fell on the
nearly empty dining room. Beneath
the mitred redwood bearns and copper
sconces, waiters moves about nossclessly,
setting the tables for dinner. ¥Warters,
who turned suxry in April, was wearing
plain but elegantly cut black blouse and
skirt, striped gray stockings, and pointy
black boots. She has 2 small, fine-boned
face, cropped auburn hair streaked with
white, and a Futy veice that rises anc fulls
with high, sighing enthusiasmrs, “T'm en-
chanted by salad,” she said. *T coudd wash
irall day.” Bur although she's grateful for
all the greens now available, changing
American tastes was never more than
part of her purpose. It was an opening
garmbit at best,

“This is not like packing boxes of
paper towels,” she said. “This is nourish-
ment. You have o always know that
you're feeding somebody. And you have
to understand the ecological conse-
quences,” Eight ago, Waters cre-
ated the Chez Foundanen, in
arder to promote sustainable agriculture,
but industrial erganic farms meet only
some of her criteria. They may not use
herbicides, pesticides, or chermical fertil-
izers, but they perperuate all the other ills
of conventional farming, Bagged salads,
and the bosed salads that have become
mnereasingly popular, are just another
new source of packaging and waste.
Their longer shelf life means only thar
trucks can carry them even farther away,

burning fossal Feels and releasing green-
howse gases. True organic food ought 1o
reconnect people to the land, to make
farming a local activity agzin. Industrial
oFganic farms do the opposite. They force
small farmers out ﬂfhﬂim&ﬁ.nﬂigiml—
ize farmers’ markets, and make pack
aged food so convenient that consum-
ers forget where it comes from. *1 know
it's important that in St, Louis,
Missouri, et some salad,” Witers said.
“But I'd rather send them the seed and
get them to planrinhan ship it across
the :m:ntm

Waters's idea of a model farmer is
Bab Cannard, who supplies much of the
produce for Chez Panisse. Cannard
a burly fifty-two-year-old with the un-
ruly silver mane and penetrating eves
of a ninetesnth-century abolionise. His
tweney-five-acre farm lies in the foothulls
of the Sonoma Mountains, 2 rugged,
verdant landscape hummocked by old
lava fows and with vineyards.
He dowens of different kinds of
plants, including olives and grapes, ave-
cados and limes, eight kinds of onions,
and fifty kinds of tomatoes. As a former
agriculture instructor, he can wax ar-

canely eloquent about their iochem-
istry—their axidares, exudates, and sili-
cates, or the few pares of gold per million
in carrot leaves. Mostly, though, he’s

concerned for their saile.

“There is damn litdle contentment in
humanity today, and most of that is be-
cause our food has no contentment it-
self,” Cannard told me. A plant raised in
a tedicus monoculture and bloated on an
anvarying, industrial det canlt help but
pass its Lstlessness on to us: most pro-
dhace has less than fifteen per cent of the
minerals it had a ceniury ago, 1 want my
plants to have a hfe of choce, with all the
nutrients they could possibly desire,” be
said. “T want them o have their happi-
ness, to build their etheric sweetness. |
want people to cat that food and have
vegetable dreams.”

Cannard not anly feeds his crops
with compast; he brews hundred-gallon
vats of nutrient “teas” and sends them

He throws in handfuls of crushed oyster
shells, sea sale, and volcanic rock, cartons
of eggs and milk, and jugs of maolasses
Some days, he'll make a lavender or
rosemary tea, to revive his plants with
‘energetic aromas." Orther days, he'll
add some worm castings or

, from birds that nest under
the eaves of his house. The bacreria, he
says, help his crops absorb nurrients
from the soil. Afier twenry-eight years
of farming, Cannard can tell at a glance
what his crops require. ‘A plant doesnt
wear makeup or dark glasses or any-
thing,” he says. “Tt will just sit there inits
nakedness and show you how it’s feeling
threugh srs color, its posture, 1% fextures,
its ancharage.” His farm is a kend of
spiritual retreat for stressed-out cops.
Even the wind and the wild hirds, he
sivs, sing 1o his vegetables,

Whether the vegetables hear them is
matter for debare, The quality of Can-
nard’s produce is nor. When Waters was
sampling the dishes for that night's menu
at Chez Panisse, she let me try one of her
famous meselun salads. It was a feathery
mixzure of frisée, curly endive, arugula,
and half 2 dozen ather plants fram Can-
nard’s farm, and 1 could almost taste the
lavender and in it. The essence
of a great ealad, 1 realized, is the very

i il growers have
spent so bong combatting—the burst of
stored energy in its leaves, the taste of
volatile compounds reacting and releas-
g their favors. “It’s about something
that has life in it," Waters sid.

It may be true that an industrially
grown plant can taste as good as any-
Ehi.ng from a small farm. But a Eua.ggﬁd
salad is @ creature of compromise, de-
signed s much for color and longevity as
for flavor, It’s put together by a team of
“sensory experts” and engineers at a salad
company, and the latter get final say.
“Cyite often, the sensory folks will tell us,
'Oy, wee really like this sooff,’ " Jinn Luge,
of Transfresh, told me, "But the technol-
ot trying to get the right film and res-
pirationr—they cant come together” If
spinach and romaine cant cohabitate in
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a bag, one of them must go.

OF course, growing greens Cannard's
way can be expensive, and its a hell of 2
lot easter in California than it is in North
Dakota. But Waters believes that those
are sacrifices we should be willing o
mike, She has had fabulous salad from
Maine in the dead of winter, she wid me,
grown organically in greenhouses. [t
exctra price was only proper for something
thar is essential o our lives. "We need to
learn to pay more for our produce, so
that farmers can continue to do their
beaurifil work," she said, Or, as Cannard
put it, there isn't a state in the Union that
shouldn't be growing its own salad.

hat evening, Waters had a small
table set for me in the kitchen, so
that 1 could watch her chefs at work
She seemed o Ltde tuken aback when
Koons arrived larer to join me for dinner.
{He had made his armn ts sepa-

rately, through Jean-Pierrs Moulls) For
a while, she stood by cur table making
srmall ralk, while the pastry chefs bustled
around in their white coars, baking trays

of semolina cookies. Bur there was a
eodlness 1o her manner, and she soon
left to join friends.

"Alice and | don't have the juiciest
of relationships anymore,” Koons told
me later. “There’s no mutalicy there, ]
wholchearzedly sup rrhn'ﬂs:lm—iﬂ
l-ua:im:m-nﬁwmﬂ[;:: give, Id wrire
mwc]mhﬂur‘.[dm‘rrlurﬂ»: that she's a

ter of Todd Koons.” Warers
seemed o -"qudhiﬁgﬂ{tﬂﬂﬂl-
other trajectory,” she said, *1 don't know
what 1 think of it. He wasn't growing or-
ganically, 1 know, and thar is for me a
bottom line. That s the most impor-
rant part.”

When dinner was served, Koons's
mdiche was not on the menu. Cannard
oS it for the restaurant, hutunl}r i
the winter, when it can stand full sun-
Bght. ﬁu-.y other time, he says, "It § just
nLrns it o soff, untfmpnﬁ'

Even Moullé admitted, regrerfully, thar
he couldn't allow his old Er::n-:ls salad

bags at Chez Panisse: the mstaurant has
an all-organic policy,
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Koons didn't seem to mind; he's used
to such snubs by now. Whenever he
drives to Berkebey in his Toyotz Land
Cruiser (3 gas-guzeling S.U.V. that he
actually needs to negotiate his farm’s
rough terrain}, someone will puta sticker
on it “Ask Me What I'm Doing to
Change the Climate.” Koons is always
rempred fo put a stcker nesa to it that
savs, “Ask Me What I'm Daoing to
Feed Your Face.” Sall, he understands
the sentiment. When he was
i up, his parents used to walk through
grocery stores marking products they
approved of with a handmade stamp
of a little superhero, Like 1-"'151::::, they
were idealisre who lived aceording o
the principles they preached, But not
everyone can raise his own rabbits, or
live in the country’s most hoamrant agri-
oubrural state,

“We are trying to serve miche w
the masses,” Koons said. “And in the
end we'll probably get pounded any-
way, That’s part of the thrill: to see how
many mouths we can feed before we
get pounded.” As he spoke, the waiter
placed a small, rembling tower of panna
cotta in front of him, afloat in a shal-
bow pool of magenta syrup. The cus-
tardl was made with erganic milk and
cream from nearby daines; the syrup
with roses grown in the chef's own gar-
den. Koons stopped to admire it—so
simple, so lovely, so true to its intent—
then tore into it with a spoon, He was
hungry, after all




