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Recently a Farm Girl Farm CSA member asked me a question which I thought was worth sharing with everyone.  He asked me how I go about deciding what crops and how much of what crops to distribute to the CSA members, and how much of what I grow gets sent out to restaurants or small grocery stores.  This very question is a huge a part of what I do everyday as I assess the fields and what might be coming out of them on a daily and weekly basis.  However, there is a method to the madness which I’ll do my best to describe.

The successful model for small (5 acre-ish) farms to follow is to have a CSA group, restaurant/wholesale customers and one or two good farmers' markets--to create a cash-flow scenario that keeps operating cash coming in at all times of the season.  CSA members pay ahead for their shares, restaurants pay anywhere from 1 to 4 weeks after delivery, and at a farmers' market, cash is instantly realized.  In this business with a very low profit margin, we need a steady influx of cash to keep the veggies rolling. 

When I send food home to you, CSA members, I send vegetables that were harvested that morning or the evening before, ready for washing and preparing for meals within the week of pick-up.  This means, for example, I can let fruit like tomatoes ripen properly on the vine, to be sent home at the height of their juicy, skin-splitting ripeness, full of taste.  Membership has other privileges: for example, in the past I haven’t had room to grow much of the space-hogging but beloved winter squash.  So I grow just enough (and barely that) for the CSA members, because you signed on for an experience of variety and novelty in a share, but chefs can't buy my winter squash because its market value is so low that it isn't worth it for me to tie up valuable soil to grow enough for selling.  Potatoes are very labor intensive for an unmechanized farm—I grow just enough for you, and seldom sell them anywhere else. Other crops that I grow just for CSA are peas (intensive harvest) and broccoli (lots of space for low yield).  

CSA members get a portion of all crops grown on the farm—sometimes when a crop is just coming on or just trailing off, it will go out only to a restaurant or store because of the quantity available—we may not be able to harvest 40 bunches of beets today for the CSA but we have enough to  send 6 bunches to Allium, for example.  In addition, because I choose specialty varieties that chefs have requested or look like they’d be eye catching at a farmers’ market, the CSA members, in my opinion, get a pretty snazzy looking and tasting share (some varieties make better “workhorse” veggies—larger, steady and reliable—but often I choose the prima donnas--to me, with my art background, its worth it!).

When I send food to restaurant customers, I often send items tailored to the chef’s particular needs: sometimes chefs ask for micro-sized summer squash for a delicate side dish, other times they request larger entree-sized squash, perhaps for stuffing.  A chef may ask for a melon that can be served that night, or a melon that will be good at the end of the week.  Chefs can also use vegetables that have nicks or bruises on them because many times they are going to slice, dice, or otherwise magically transform a vegetable from its original form into its next incarnation--an eggplant that had a tear in its skin makes just as delicious baba ganoush as the eggplant that was picture-perfect.  A couple of my chefs regularly request tomato seconds so that they can make large batches of sauce for later in the season.  Restaurants can be, on occasion, a solution for the problem of cosmetically challenged veggies--as long as they're great tasting, they don't always have to be great looking.

When I send food to a store like the Coop, I choose items which can withstand up to a week on the shelf--this means no insect nibbles, bruises or dings that would encourage a vegetable's appearance to decline prematurely.  This might mean tomatoes that are a few days under their peak of ripeness, skin still tough and thick enough to hold up to the questioning squeezes of discerning customers, or pristine turnips that were carefully chosen and bunched most poetically.  Customers ina store pay about twice what a CSA member pays for the same selection and quantity of vegetables, because of the mark-up that the store needs to make—hence the beauty of buying direct.

Hopefully that explains a bit of how this puzzle works and why a small operation like FGF needs all the friends it can get.  Enjoy the veggies this week.

--Laura Meister, Farm Girl Farm Farmer
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Roast Beet Napoleon

From Jim Gop, Guido's Fresh Marketplace In-House Chef

Serves: 2

Ingredients

FOR THE BEETS:

1 1/2 lbs. medium gold or red beets, washed and trimmed (greens reserved)

2 tbs. extra virgin olive oil

FOR THE GOAT CHEESE:

1/3 c. mixed, chopped fresh green herbs such as tarragon, chives parsley and thyme

sea salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste

8 oz. chevre (goat cheese)

FOR THE DRESSING:

1 large shallot, minced

1 tsp. Dijon mustard

1 tbs. lemon juice

1 tbs. aged balsamic vinegar

1/2 c. olive oil

1/4 c. canola or other flavorless oil

sea salt and freshly ground pepper

1 c. arugula—or other spicy greens

reserved beet greens, ribs removed, thinly sliced

Instructions

FOR THE BEETS:

Preheat the oven to 400 degrees.

In a mixing bowl, combine the beets and olive oil.  Toss to coat.  Place beets in a baking dish, cover with foil and place in oven.  Roast for about 2 hours, or until tender.  To check for tenderness, insert a small paring knife into a beet.  If the knife slides in without resistance, it's done.  Remove beets from oven and allow to cool just enough to handle.  To peel the beets without staining your hands, use kitchen gloves.  Peel the beets and set aside.

FOR THE GOAT CHEESE:

Combine the herbs, salt, pepper and cheese. Stir well and season to taste.

FOR THE DRESSING:

In a tall container with a lid, combine all ingredients and shake to emulsify.  Refrigerate until ready to use.

TO ASSEMBLE:

Slice the beets 1/4 inch thick.  Place one of the beet slices on a firm, flat surface and begin to layer.  Top with a layer of goat cheese, followed by another beet round and continue, alternating beets and cheese until there are 5 layers of beets and 4 of cheese.  Carefully cut through all layers, dividing the stack into 3 wedges.  Repeat with the remaining beets and cheese.

TO SERVE:

Combine the arugula with the beet greens and toss to coat with dressing.  Divide the greens between 2 plates.  Arrange the napoleons on the greens and drizzle with a little more dressing.

