Our Approach to the Ultimate Challenge: Part 2 of 3
By Harris Cutler

AN INSPIRED IDEA
We’ve had relationships with many
diﬀerent types of produce businesses for
years. One company was preparing to
dump major quantities of product since
it had no restaurants or anyone else to
sell to. Then it hit me—if I could scale
orders to pallet quantities, wholesalers
could actually deliver to homes as if they
were restaurants.
We started with Shari and others in
need or nearly running out of food or
money. The ﬁrst 19 orders were comps
(at no charge); then news spread on social
media somehow and on just one Saturday night, there were over 120 orders
(at $180 each) delivered.
Each order was about 25 cases of
produce, and we very quickly relearned
lessons from opening our Good Froot
retail concept eight years ago. When
oﬀering product, regardless of price, you
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must deliver promptly with good quality
and freshness, and be patient (because
some folks just don’t pay their bills without pressure).
The deal was all trust: customers
emailed orders, we delivered—and I’ll
admit it was agonizing how long we had
to wait to get paid. Some still haven’t
paid us, but we have forgiven them, not
knowing their circumstances.

SPREADING GOODWILL
We delivered over 600 orders, and
while we were doing this, encouraged
our wholesale customers to open to the
public and start delivering to homes.
We also suggested they try to convince
their restaurant customers to become
masters of quick-serve, delivery, and
simple menu mass production to stay
in business.
A segment on the CBS television
show, 60 Minutes, proﬁled a California
restaurant that couldn’t aﬀord to buy
food supplies to stay in business. I was
so touched that I shipped a massive
order from our foodservice division to
the restaurant. No questions asked,
no charge.
We started giving fresh produce away
to long car lines of people in Scranton,
PA, Riverdale, NY, and all over the New
York City area to those in need. Word
spread very quickly, and the lines of people interested in receiving fresh produce
were beyond words.
I’m so proud of our children and
team. They worked tirelessly, constantly
staying focused and performing miracles
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on a daily and weekly basis. They are
a very hardworking unit, and those
who know them have come to appreciate them, which only makes them
work harder.
Are there harder workers and more
talented associates than those at Ball,
Race-West, and Sparky’s? Perhaps, but
I couldn’t be prouder of the great and
amazing job they’ve all done. Our founders are looking down on us, and we hope
they are proud.

CHAOS TO HIGH DEMAND
Another initiative during the pandemic came from our good friends and
customer, the Rosenstein family, who
began to stockpile fresh produce in
Scranton to make sure the town didn’t
run out.
Those of us in the produce business
saw mass chaos: growers turning over
ﬁelds for lack of customers, retailers were
trying to get rid of stock on hand because
no one was coming into stores, and
restaurants were closed. We had daily
conversations with the mayor of Scranton, who was very interested in everything we were doing.
Yet once the CDC and Dr. Anthony
Fauci began to share how it was possible
to stay safe by social distancing, wearing
masks, and keeping hands clean or wearing gloves, there was an unprecedented
storm of customers rushing into grocers.
Demand doubled for food, and the infrastructure of transportation, warehousing,
stocking, and every other part of the
retail system was overwhelmed.
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T

he ﬁrst segment of our story set
the background for the article you
are about to read. When Covid19 shut down all major cities, people
began staying home, and all businesses
were closed—the only segment of retail
allowed to be open was food stores.
At ﬁrst, they were empty; at that
point, very little was known about the
spread of the virus, so the concept of
even being in a store was terrifying.
Janice, my wife of almost forty years, has
a childhood best friend named Shari,
who reached out to us in panic, as she
had no food in the house and was afraid
of going anywhere.

Dying markets immediately got hot,
merchandise and freight became short,
and the terminal markets and regional
wholesalers had a chance to reintroduce
themselves to the mighty retailers as they
suddenly could sell everything on
their shelves.
As a result, some growers, shippers,
and dealers got a much-needed opportunity to be busy and make some sales, as
hope lifted the industry.
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THE USDA TAKES ACTION
As workers across the country lost
their jobs, the government stepped in and
began purchasing huge quantities of fresh
produce to distribute to those in need.
The amount of money was staggering:
the awards themselves followed a rhythm
of courageous companies getting awards
that were mystifying in scope. Imagine a
company doing about $10 million a year
in sales being awarded a ridiculous multiple of that ﬁgure.
As customers—some ours, some not—
became aware they had received these
awards, they began to contract massive
quantities of the safest items to pack and
send out to people in need.
www.producebluebook.com

Our root vegetable programs are
famous and put us on the map—these
government purchases turned some
relatively calm and doggy markets into
high activity. As time went on, our team
became a source of encouragement and
strength to everyone in our trading radius
and range. Business in club stores saw
regular volume quadruple. Yet the challenges were many.

We paid every bill presented to us as
soon as we received the invoices—always
our standard operating procedure. Our
terms are you deliver, we pay. Then
the announcements came out of a
government program to encourage
companies to continue payroll. We were
thrilled our trading partners received a
much-needed infusion of money, and
most of them began paying us again.

PROVIDING SUPPORT

STRIVING TO DO MORE

During this time, we made the decision as a company to continue full pay
and beneﬁts for all, whether they were
actively working or not. Our team is
not one to take advantage, and everyone, no exception, made an eﬀort to
stay informed.
A religious employee wrote a daily
letter to staﬀ encouraging them to keep
strong and have faith; a newer employee
monitored all the news from Spain and
Central America. Her language proﬁciencies allowed her to track multiple countries and their approach to the pandemic.
Another staﬀ member watched and catalogued all the press conferences, writing
daily reports.
We even published a newsletter, allowing everyone to contribute. For one of
our senior staﬀ members who had limited
online abilities, we suggested he write a
novel about the coronavirus. A voracious
reader, he is a very talented writer. His
son published the novel we subsidized,
and I am remembered in the dedication.

We reached out to farms, packers,
freight companies, wholesalers, processors, retailers, foodservice, chippers,
everyone—and made ourselves available
to do everything and anything. It was
these times when I thought of my grandfather, Phil Ball, my dad, Phil Cutler, and
my brother Daniel, all remembered so
fondly, and renewed our company commitment to help those in need.
We reached out to high schools, our
municipal government, postal service,
and more, beginning a massive distribution to give away fresh produce. We did
much but wanted to do more. Most of
those we gave produce to at this point
were working as before the pandemic and
had no economic issues in their lives.
Gifting the amazing produce we
purchased in the terminals and from
farms was our way to say thank you to
police, ﬁreﬁghters, teachers, aides,
and people who work in cleaning and
garbage pickup.
All were grateful. To this day, most
don’t understand that giving them this
fabulous produce to take home to their
wives, husbands, children, and relatives
was our way of showing them that they
were important enough to be honored
with these gifts.
Through it all, the giving felt great.
I can remember having a discussion with
someone about how diﬃcult it was for
me to take anything, even to receive a
gift. They challenged me, saying it was
only fair that I should allow others to feel
good about gifting to me. And yes,
I have changed to now love, respect, and
be grateful for all gifts.
During those times when we were
giving to everyone, my wife, children, and

SLOW PAY, NO PAY, WE PAY
During this time, most bill payments
owed to us stopped coming in, and we
were faced with massive invoices and no
assurances of being paid. Our family has
always worked to have the best credit,
transparency with our banks, and good
lines of credit which we rarely use.
We conversed with our bankers and
immediately borrowed every dollar we
could. My accounting team was in agreement that paying our vendors quickly and
without hesitation was the right thing to
do and would reinforce our industry and
integrity credentials.
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GOING EVEN FURTHER
In response to this question, we
redoubled our eﬀorts and began to sell
produce from our building, parking lot,
local community center, and even from a
local wholesaler. By this time, people with
economic success wanted to have the best
produce. The supermarkets were doing
great, but the quality of merchandise at
such heavy volume was suﬀering.
We had trucks coming in daily from
the Philadelphia market, Hunts Point,
farms in upstate New York, Canada, and
even as far as Mexico, with some absolutely amazing produce.
Was it fun to buy the best produce in
Philadelphia and New York and bring it
to the Gress warehouse in Scranton to sell
and give away to so many people? Yes,
it was a high of highs for me. It was well
worth the expenditure.
If you visit my Facebook page, you can
see it all in videos and pictures. We were
busy to the point that my wife was banging on her night table for me to get some
sleep, as I worked deep into the night,
every night. I am not really comfortable
writing about all this (it’s not my style)
but feel I must share our story. My family
will always continue this great legacy of
love and caring for others.

THE VALUE OF SHARING
During these challenging times, I sent
a pallet of fruits and vegetables to my
children every week so they and their
neighbors would have plenty. I wanted
my grandchildren to remember the cases
of produce that sometimes arrived twice a
week so they would learn how to share.
Here’s a funny side story. My grandchildren live in an apartment building.
After weeks of my sons, daughters-inlaw, and cousins giving away beautiful
produce, I oﬀered my grandson and
granddaughter a chance to start a business
selling the produce.
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“Zayda,” they said, “how can we
charge people money for food they need
and may not be able to pay for?” My heart
was strengthened, knowing we did the
right thing for so many.
Others in our industry did the same
thing. The stories are out there. Our
friend in Houston, Brent Erenwert, has
done an amazing job helping so many
and establishing his direct-to-consumer
business model. Every customer we trade
with inspired us and we inspired them.
This industry of ours can take great pride
in the wonderful job we all did.

ECOMMERCE TAKES HOLD
After some time, by about the middle
of April 2020, the government purchases and distribution models did their
thing and there was no need for us to
do anything further. In addition, retail
discovered a growing monster called
ecommerce, beginning to get stronger
and become a dominant force, allowing
people to stop going to stores and order
everything online.
Remember, for all of us that sell retail,
there is nothing like it. Whatever people
shop for, they will inadvertently see gorgeous produce, deli, meats, seafood, and
even packaged goods that somehow end
up at the cash register.
We all pull out our plastic cards and
justify to ourselves that everything we buy
is important. When we’re not wandering
through these stores, there is virtually
zero impulse buying. Think about it: we
all have our core order. If we’re ordering online, we stay with the core order.
If we’re wandering around the store, so
many messages ﬂash into our consciousness. We smell, we’re hungry, in the old
days we sampled, and we watch what
others are doing.

PAY IT FORWARD
One time in a major club store I
started buying our Race-West potatoes,
ﬁlling my cart with 10, 15, then 20 bags
of beautiful large russet potatoes. People
were watching me, came up and asked
why I was buying so many. I told them
I was buying them because they were
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beautiful, and I wanted to make sure
that everyone in my world had plenty
of potatoes.
That’s the beauty of our core four
items—potatoes, onions, sweet potatoes,
and carrots. These items are strong and
can last for weeks if kept under proper
conditions.
I watched the bin of potatoes disappear
as everyone decided to do the same. So,
the potato business doubled, tripled, and
really got wild. We were stretched and
stressed, but somehow our team got the
job done.
We have never asked for big accolades
for our performance. Every order is a
reward for something done. New opportunities presented themselves to us as
many of our competing forces were down
or down in the dumps.

COMING UP
The next and ﬁnal segment will be a
tribute to those who were beyond amazing through the pandemic, suggestions
for those who missed opportunities, and
a roadmap for great success in the future.
Remember, no matter what happens to
us, we should be the greatest we can be,
each and every day.
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our beloved staﬀ all said the same thing:
“In years to come people will ask, what
did you do? How did you serve
your community? Could you have
done more?”

