A Cutler Family’s Trilogy
Business lessons learned during the pandemic
By Harris Cutler
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en years from now, when all of
us look back at the time period
between January 2020 and all of
2021, we will remember how frightened
we were.
We were faced with a virus we knew
very little about and had very little idea
how to protect ourselves and our families.
The information we had at the beginning of the outbreak was that the virus
was highly contagious, aﬀected people’s
ability to breathe, and there was no treatment to stop the virus once contracted.
We were all unable to process that the
news was telling us about an invisible
sickness, transferred through touch and
the air—and we were afraid that even our
fresh fruits and vegetables could potentially carry this disease.
Each of us had to make critical decisions for our family’s safety, our businesses, and our communities. Many of us
were frozen, unable to make a move, and
so unsure of how to proceed.
My lifetime experiences told me I
had to focus on the safety of our family
and staﬀ ﬁrst, then our business and
community.
This series of articles is divided into
three segments: the ﬁrst is the introduction; the second is a detailed description
of everything we did; and the third
is a guide to handling adversity and
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challenges in the future, which we want
to share with the industry.
We begin with some background
information about the family and then
set the events in a chronological order.
Some of you know us, we’re the
Cutler family. Our three businesses—
Philip G. Ball Company, Race-West
Company, and Sparky’s Transportation
Corporation—have been dealing in fresh
fruit and vegetables since 1944, 1973,
and 1993, respectively.
We are honored and blessed to have
our three companies recognized by
Blue Book Services as among the best
in the industry. Our companies are a
fourth-generation, legacy business.

OUR ORIGINS
Our beginning in 1944 was a sole
proprietorship called Ball Brokerage,
opened by my grandfather, Philip G.
Ball, of blessed memory. My father,
Philip Cutler, of blessed memory, opened
up Race-West Company in 1973.
In 1993, we opened our transportation
business, Sparky’s Transportation, named
after my brother Daniel, of blessed memory, who had died in a car crash in 1992.
Danny’s nickname, Sparky, came from
always having a sparkle in his eyes as a
young child.
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CROSS-COUNTRY ADVENTURES
As you may know, we have an international approach to business and maintain a
presence in Berlin, Germany. Joseph Cutler, part of the fourth generation, studied
there to get his PhD in plant science.
Our pandemic story begins after
Thanksgiving in 2019, when Joseph came
back to the United States to begin a series
of ﬁve business trips with me. Each trip
was planned carefully to include driving
from one part of the country to another,
seeing all of our friends, as well as visits
related to agriculture, retail, and places
of interest.
Our ﬁrst trip began in Seattle, with
extensive travel through Washington,
Oregon, California, and Arizona, ﬁnishing
in Las Vegas, where we ﬂew back home.
Next we ﬂew to Tampa and visited
Florida, Georgia, South Carolina,
Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana.
Trip three included Houston, Austin,
and Dallas in Texas, Oklahoma, Colorado,
and departing from Albuquerque, New
Mexico. Trip four was delayed by the
pandemic and will continue, hopefully, at
the end of this year. It will have us driving
through most of the states we missed on
the ﬁrst three trips, ﬁnishing up in the
provinces of New Brunswick and Prince
Edward Island in Canada.
The last trip, number ﬁve, scheduled for next spring, will have us driving
through Washington State and into western Canada, through most of the provinces, and winding up in Quebec.
Joseph and I have dreamed about these
trips for years and the ﬁrst three were more
than exciting. The inspiration for these
treks (the three taken and two to come)
is to get to know production areas and
markets. This helps us better understand
and catalogue all the places, products, and
friends that are part of our past, present,
and future.
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On each trip, we drove a big SUV so
we could distribute our products to new
customers along the way. Our home oﬃce
mailed us business supplies as needed and
we were well stocked for each day’s work.
Our ultimate goal is to have friends in
all states and production regions for our
main commodities—potatoes, onions,
sweet potatoes, and carrots. Our core
Race-West, Sparky’s, and Philip G. Ball
teams are a vital part of the equation, as
they excel in handling the day-to-day
duties of our businesses. They have also
acted upon all leads and inquiries we
found on our trips.

BEFORE THE PANDEMIC
As we tell our story, it’s important to
share that the ﬁrst three trips gave us a
terriﬁc view of life before the pandemic in
many parts of the United States.
After the extensive travel, as the outbreaks began, this writer will only note
here that the nation’s political climate
contributed to the intensity of the pandemic, as news, politics, and ideologies
maximized the disorganized approach to
protect our citizenship.
Even now, the right and the left are in
constant friction and disagreement on just
about everything. We have no spokesperson for everyone; half the people want the
vaccine, others aren’t sure, and the rest
may never vaccinate.
The elimination of the virus may be elusive, and under these conditions, we could
have it among us in one form or another
for many years. That’s tragic.

THE VIRUS SPREADS
Everything changed in December
2019, as we ﬁrst heard of sicknesses in
Wuhan, China. A dissident sounded the
alarm and very quickly went missing.
We saw videos of people in hazmat suits
gathering others who were not following
the rules. Then we saw videos of teams
disinfecting trains, and the entire thing
was surreal and very scary.
Deaths were reported, and by January
23rd we heard that China was locking
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Danny and I were together in life
and business for thirty-three years. He
was a great organizer and many of our
computer programs began under his
creative direction.
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down Wuhan and there was a scramble
for everyone to leave the area.
The virus may have come from a lab,
or from a market in Wuhan, where merchants were selling wild animals to people to eat for food. To us, the latter only
heightened the importance of food safety,
which we as a company have embraced
from the start.
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MORE CASES ABROAD
Our family had planned for Joseph’s
brother, Max, and his wife, Liat, to travel
to meet Joseph at Fruit Logistica in Berlin, Germany, the ﬁrst week in February.
Cutler family members have been to
this biggest produce show in the world
on six separate occasions, meeting friends
old and new, and expanding our business interests in Europe and around
the world.
By the end of January, we cancelled
Max’s trip to Fruit Logistica, but Joseph,
who had returned to Germany for the
show, was living in the middle of the ﬁrst
lockdowns in Europe. Incidentally, while
no one can track what happened at Fruit
Logistica, there may have been transfers
of the illness at the show.
Joseph and Max’s sibling Geoﬀ had
just been married in September and had
postponed his honeymoon to the last
weeks of February. Geoﬀ and Elana went
to Israel, and their trip concluded days
before Israel had a strong breakout of
Covid-19 and shut down travel.
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Back in the United States, we were
informed that Marcus, his wife, and children were now in quarantine. Our grandchildren’s school in Riverdale, NY was
at the center of the second big breakout
of Covid in the United States. The ﬁrst
occurred at a nursing home in Washington, at the end of February.
By that time, there were a myriad of
cases on cruise ships as well.
Once cases started to multiply in New
Rochelle, NY, the federal government
locked the city down to prevent spread of
the virus. But it was too late. New York
became the epicenter of the pandemic.
Our family that lives in Riverdale had to
stay in their apartments, and our oﬃces in
the Bronx were closed.
We then had to get our Clarks Summit
headquarters ready to handle working
remotely. Tricia Totino, who heads our
processing division, encouraged us to
separate the upstairs and downstairs of
the building, so that if we had a Covid
outbreak upstairs, we could still operate
downstairs.
As the two ﬂoors separated, we had our
ﬁrst Covid-positive tests—upstairs. We
began very strict protocols of handwashing,
masking, and constant deep cleaning by
professionals that all continue to this day.

CHARLOTTE’S INFLUENCE
As the pandemic and its restrictions
reached critical safety concerns, our
business changed in a profound way.
Shutdowns restricted people from leaving home with the exception of travel
to hospitals, clinics, or food shopping.
Restaurant closures shut down the biggest
part of our business.
From March of 2020 until recently,
restaurants and the foodservice industry
were crushed. It may take a decade to get
them back to where they were. Through
all trials and tribulations, however, there
has been a bright spot. As many of you
know, my daughter Charlotte has been
very busy with produce at retail for the
past ten years.
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Her breakthrough work with the
Produce Queen brand of products, her
ﬁtness programs, and all the social media
she handles for our company has us well
positioned in the industry as consumers
seek more transparency, more information on nutrition, and more education on
eating right, balanced with exercise.
Charlotte’s vision of the future
revolves around a very active culinary
world with smarter snacking, nourishing
meals, and great health for all.
For those seeking better health,
Charlotte’s guidance provides interesting
and better choices in both lifestyle and
general wellness.
Charlotte’s focus on healthy eating,
exercise, and maintaining calm and
balance served her and the rest of us well
during the most diﬃcult parts of the pandemic. She continues to ﬁnd fulﬁllment
and growth by helping those in need, and
this focus helped inspire much of what
we did during the pandemic.

MOVING FORWARD
I went to the oﬃce every day to keep
the business running, and our employees
were inspirational—some never stopped
coming to work. Their bravery was deeply
appreciated and helped the continuity of
our business.
We bought computers and set everyone up and encouraged many of them
to work from home. We brought loads
of fresh produce to our Clarks Summit
oﬃces and invited everyone to come to
the parking lot and get supplies for
their homes.
We borrowed every dollar we could
from our banks and paid everyone for
everything they had shipped. Not knowing what was ahead with our customer
base, we made the decision that our
industry partners needed cash ﬂow.
We oﬀered to help everyone in any way
we could. We began to see helping our
communities as vital.
More on this in our second segment,
in the September/October Blueprints.
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