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		PREFACE

		As I sit at my desk in the spring of 2022, I am so grateful for the overwhelmingly positive response this book has generated. My intention for the book was to provide a survey of the food industry, and to be upbeat about how we can foster a healthier version of ourselves and our planet.

			The dark clouds, however, are still very real. I am aware that many of the global issues I’ve raised in these pages have become even more acute. With the invasion of Ukraine, one of the world’s bread baskets has shut down. Even if the conflict ended tomorrow, the damage done will take a decade or more to recover from. Our global food and supply chain is in worse shape today than it was when I wrote this manuscript.

			Additionally, the evidence of global warming is apparent right outside my windows here in New England. It’s been both a tough winter and strange spring. John Kempf, the founder of Advancing Eco Agriculture, said, “We no longer have climate, we have weather events.” Last week, as I drove through the Deep South doing audits of retail locations in the mass market, grocery, and farming supply industries, I re-experienced the deep rural poverty that inhabits parts of this country. With gas and food costs rising, the contrasts between the rich and the poor are even more startling. For all of us involved in a digital world, it’s important to realize that roughly a fifth of American households have no bank account, no credit cards, and limited access to the internet.

			Yet for all of this, I am able to find hope, and it’s typically through those I’m lucky enough to work with who are forging a better way. Victor Verlage, a plant geneticist and one of my heroes, has moved on from his position at Walmart to a new job with an organic developer of seeds in the Midwest. Marion Nestle, the former chairperson of the Nutrition and Food Department of NYU, is a pistol even in her eighties and continues to write her daily blog about big food, with a memoir coming out this fall. Having just turned seventy, what has been wonderful as I’ve worked on this book over the past four years is the creation of a posse of young foodie friends: Samantha Klein, Paulina Portilla, Leiti Hsu, Joe Barber, and Carla Kay. My colleagues at the Robin Report—the Goldman Sachs–sponsored newsletter where I’ve written columns for the past ten years—are asking tough questions about the interrelationship between politics, social responsibility, and corporate culture in the broad retail and consumer products world. Should we be asking grocery stores to respect our views on the war in Ukraine and stop stocking products from companies like Nestlé and Barilla that have refused to leave or boycott the Russian market? Is that world answerable first to their shareholders, Wall Street, or their customers? Is it the consumer’s responsibility to reduce our carbon footprint, including the use of cardboard and plastic in food production, or should we look to Fortune 50 companies to lead the way?

			Still, the title of this book is How We Eat, and if I were to try and offer a vision for the future, it would be: How do we get more local? The small farm is a viable entity if it can get direct to the consumer and cut out the middleman. CSA—community-supported agriculture—is real, and it works. The consumer pays the farmer a lump sum in February and, starting in May, gets a basket of vegetables every week into October. Eating seasonally is based on local knowledge. Check in with your local farmers market organization and ask about CSA programs. Go visit and talk to your farmers. Local is better and healthier. The tough question is whether eating better is a privilege. I don’t believe so, but how will we address this problem in urban cores, where access to local food is most difficult? I’m encouraged by the work that my friend Matt Winn, a former senior executive at Cushman & Wakefield and now an executive at WinnWin, is doing on addressing food desert issues in Atlanta, for example.

			Of course, what you eat counts, and if you can, cutting down on sugar, salt, and processed foods is a good idea. Make friends with not only your oven but see what vegetables you can incorporate into your everyday, including possibly growing your own. A small hydroponic garden with grow lights fits into almost any home—and it will make it easier to add leafy vegetables to any meal. And while cookbooks will always be sources of inspiration, cooking and kitchen prep has never been more accessible. It’s easy to find quick and good lessons on social media that can inspire you all week. Finally, see if at least once a day you can sit with your family and have a common meal without cell phones. Smile, talk, and enjoy the company.

			Our grocery industry is primed for reinvention. It has been fun over the past year to interact with major grocery chains and brands that know change is overdue. Slotting fees—the fees manufacturers pay for prime shelf positions and other tools of the grocery trade (all covered in this book)—are due to be retired. The private label movement is with us, and certainly in my own home, Kirkland—Costco’s private label brand—is one of our staples. Private labels are seen today as smart purchases, not cost-cutting compromises. Why is there not a Kirkland section of Costco, a Sam’s section at Walmart, or a President’s Choice department at Loblaws? Maybe not yet, but it’s coming.

			As we emerge from two years of largely cooking at home, it feels like a whole new world of food and restaurants is available. And while we will still go out and still order in, the choices and knowledge base applied to those decisions are again due for change. I was asked recently when the last time was that I ate at a fast-food restaurant and I had to think—about ten years ago, when I had an Egg McMuffin at a McDonald’s in a Tokyo airport. Instead, my fast-food preference in my hideout in Madison, Connecticut, is a Vietnamese takeout place with summer rolls: a salad with shrimp, wrapped in rice paper with peanut sauce. Yum.

			At Amanda’s Healthy Cooking, a new takeout restaurant in neighboring Guilford, Connecticut, the menu states that all meals are under five hundred calories and that macronutrient values are on both the labels and the website. Her menu spans the ethnic continuum, from Korean beef to cauliflower tacos to chicken potpie. This endeavor comes from a young twentysomething foodie, and that combination of taste and conscience is what the restaurant industry needs.

			So read this book—it should make you nod and shake your head.

			Paco Underhill
May 2022

	


INTRODUCTION My Life in Food


What can I tell you about food?

I’m not a biologist or a nutritionist. Not a cookbook author or a chef. I’ve never stocked a supermarket shelf or raised a chicken or sold a sandwich. But I have spent countless hours over more than three decades watching people shop for food and drink. I’ve devoted more of my time and labor to this activity than just about anything else, including sleeping (and eating). Sounds weird, I know, but we all make our way through life doing something. If you had suggested in my youth that I’d wind up regarded as an expert in how to sell apples, or the dynamics of fast-food drive-through lines, or the geography of supermarket shelving, I’d have asked you what you were smoking. Life takes you places. I’ve loved every nerdy minute of mine.

This odd occupation grew out of my time as a graduate student in urban studies, learning from the legendary urbanist and author William “Holly” Whyte. To study how people move through city streets, we would stand on New York rooftops, watching the unsuspecting pedestrians below, seeing where they would slow, or stop, or hurry along, and trying to understand why. I took the methods I learned from Holly and brought them into stores, malls, restaurants—any place humans go to buy things. In time, Envirosell, the company I started in 1986, earned a long roster of clients big and small (though mostly big—research is expensive) that hired us to study their places of business and see what they were doing right or wrong or not at all.

During the past thirty-five years, my colleagues and I have worked in forty-seven countries, for more than a third of the Fortune 100 list. We’ve spent time in every major supermarket chain, and almost every convenience store outlet too. We’ve done studies for all the big grocers throughout Mexico, Canada, Latin America, China, South Africa, Southeast Asia, Europe. We’ve passed hours and days in convenience stores in Japan and Taiwan, mom-and-pop tiendas in Central America, OXXOs in Mexico, kiranas in India, gas stations in Scandinavia (where the Nordic world goes to buy milk), Pick n Pays in South Africa, Wongs in Peru, Extras in Brazil, METROs in Turkey, GS in Italy, Carrefour in France, Migros in Switzerland, Centras in Ireland, Tesco and Waitrose in the United Kingdom, Longo’s and Loblaws in Canada, as well as airport snack-food shops all over the planet. Lots of those.

In the early years of commercial research, there were two main tools to help merchants understand how they were doing. The first was simply asking customers questions about their shopping habits and in-store behaviors. But one thing researchers learn quickly is that what people say they do and what they actually do are often very different. It’s not so much that we lie—we just don’t always tell the whole truth. This is a constant across all consumer research: For example, we tend to underreport how many times a day we snack, while we exaggerate the hours we spend exercising. It’s human nature.

The other measuring tool was simply counting up what a store sold. It’s a good way of cataloging victories, but it has its limitations. All you find out is what happened, but not why or how. And you learn nothing about what didn’t happen, which can be just as important.

There was little attention paid to individual people in the aisles of a store—the details of precisely how they move and behave. In the mid-eighties, we came up with a system that we’ve used all over the world and which we still use, a method of research we call tracking. It just means that we hang around in stores and surreptitiously follow shoppers as they go about their business. Using a map of the store and a shorthand system of notation, we chart every single thing that a shopper does, from the moment they enter until they exit. For example, in a supermarket the track might report this: “A fortyish man in a tan overcoat enters at 10:32 a.m., grabs a shopping basket, walks to the right, goes to the banana display, selects a bunch, then goes to the blueberry table, picks up a package, looks at the price, puts it down, then moves to the garlic.…” Or we’ll be hired to study just one section of the store, to see how young women shop for beer, or whether consumers look at calories or price before they choose soft drinks.

We’ve gotten very good at remaining unseen by shoppers, even with our clipboards and pencils (old-school) or electronic devices in hand. You learn to stand just far enough behind and to the side of someone to see what they’re doing without being seen. We go undetected around 97 percent of the time, we’ve determined. We always say that we know we’re good at this when we catch shoplifters in the act—because if they don’t spot us, nobody will. When we do get busted, it’s often by children, who tend to be hyperaware of their surroundings in public places.

There have been only thirty-five or forty people I rely on to perform this odd, fascinating work. Some have been with me for twenty years or more. Quite a few are theater people—actors love watching how humans behave. Our most experienced tracker, with some four hundred missions under his belt, is a former kindergarten teacher, a gentle, highly observant man who in a previous life played lead guitar in an indie band called Codeine. (Anybody remember them?)

We also use cameras and video—including time-lapse photography—to record what goes on in retail environments. We even have high-tech eyeglasses that place our cameras inside shoppers’ heads (more about this later—it’s pretty cool). There’s a room in our headquarters packed floor to ceiling with every form of electronic data storage ever invented, the most complete visual record of human shopping behavior ever compiled. We talk to shoppers, too, of course—usually after we’ve observed them in action, to find out what they were thinking as they shopped. For years, we paid people leaving supermarkets to give us their shopping lists. We wanted to understand the relationship between what they meant to buy and what they bought. It was amusing how surprised people were by our weird request, and how willing they were to cooperate. It was part research, part conceptual art project.

As a result of my work, I feel free to talk to any shopper I see anywhere, and to ask friendly questions (within the bounds of decency) that pop into my curious head. Whenever I see someone buying a vegetable I’m unfamiliar with, I’ll ask what it is, how they prepare it, and how it tastes. Most people are happy to share their knowledge. I grant myself the same license that journalists, small children, and the elderly have to ask anybody about anything. We’ve learned lots of things along the way, some of which are fascinating to us but not particularly useful to clients. Women wearing light colors will almost never order red wine in a bar, we’ve discovered, for obvious reasons. The link between apparel and beverage choice took all us male researchers by surprise, but the women on the team understood at once. People who eat fast food in the restaurant’s parking lot tend to drive more expensive cars than the people who eat inside. You can lower the dropout rate of a cinema concession-stand line by putting up a clock—no more anxious guessing about “How much time do I have before the movie starts?” For some reason, people don’t trust their phones or their watches.

My fascination with food shopping was born in a U.S. Army PX—the Post Exchange, where military personnel go to shop—in Nuremberg, Germany. In the summer of 1960, I was eight years old and living in Poland thanks to my father, a diplomat stationed at the U.S. embassy in Warsaw. My experience of American life came to me mainly through Sears and Montgomery Ward catalogs. I pored through them, page by page, curious about how people back home lived. Warsaw in 1960 was behind the Iron Curtain. A huge part of the city had been leveled during World War II, and the ruins were still all around us. At that point in my life I had never been in an American store or on a shopping trip.

That summer, my father was asked to join the U.S. delegation in Montreux, Switzerland, for a conference on the Arab-Israeli conflict. We packed our 1956 Chevy station wagon with camping equipment and set out from Warsaw. Back then, there were no roadside motels or hotels in Eastern Europe, so we camped in fields until we reached the Czech-German border. Crossing the Iron Curtain was a memorable experience—the three layers of barbed wire, the plowed fields, the armed guards on the eastern side. Was I scared? Probably not. But I remember the relief on my parents’ faces as we crossed the border, and the first sign I saw in western Germany: not “Welcome to Freedom” but “Drink Coca-Cola.”

In Nuremberg we visited the U.S. Army PX. It was as if those Sears catalogs suddenly came to life. I walked every aisle of the store in a mild state of shock. Clothing, hardware, appliances, food, beverages—as I was growing up in what was then still a third-world setting, the idea that you could actually have all these things just for the asking blew my mind. I’d never seen so many foods in cans—soup, corn, fruit salad, beans, cherries. A whole section of frozen food! (Our summer in Switzerland was memorable for another reason. One day I was waiting for the bus that would take me to day camp when a car stopped and two very nice men inside called me by my name and asked if I wanted to go play foosball and have something to eat. Sure, I said—I had lived an extremely sheltered life—and off we went. They fed me hamburgers and French fries at a place on Lake Geneva, played foosball with me as promised, and asked lots of questions about our family, my father in particular. I answered as best I could, happy to be the center of so much friendly attention. Later that afternoon they drove me back to the bus stop just as the other kids were coming home from camp. That night I told my parents all about my marvelous day; I can still remember the look of horror on their faces. As I later learned, the Polish secret service was very curious about why a diplomat who historically worked in the Political Section of the embassy was assigned to be the American consul in Warsaw. I guess I was as good a source of information as any. Years later, at a dinner party, I met a retired CIA agent who had been stationed in Germany at the time. When he heard my name, he said he remembered investigating the incident.)

After Warsaw, my father was assigned to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. You can imagine the transition, going from a Soviet satellite to a former British colony on the other side of the world, from a chilly, gray, and dreary apartment to a grand Tudor-style home surrounded by tropical gardens. Ours was the only car in Malaysia with a ski rack. The food was different too. We had a houseful of staff; formal meals simply appeared on the table. I had no idea where any of it came from. I wasn’t welcome in the kitchen.

At age fourteen I was shipped off to boarding school when my parents relocated to my father’s next posting, in the Philippines. My food life became centered solely on what could be had in the dining room of the Milton Academy in Massachusetts. After I graduated, I got a summer job at a publishing house, and my friend Holland and I rented an apartment in Boston. My salary at Beacon Press was $70 a week. My food budget was whatever was left after rent. I was six feet four and weighed 165 pounds.

In college, I lived in a town house with five of my buddies. I remember studying the Whole Earth Catalog, that famous compendium of hippie living, and learning how to make yogurt out of powdered milk. I bought a slow cooker, and every evening we would put in whatever ingredients we had bought or otherwise acquired during the day, to cook overnight as we slept. After college, I moved to New York and got a job, but I didn’t have much money. My friend Rip and I found an abandoned town house on the edge of the SoHo neighborhood, back before it was trendy, with a funky bar on the first floor. We talked the owner into letting us live upstairs, a three-bedroom space that had not been inhabited for twenty years. It had no kitchen, no heat, and a primitive bathroom but cost only $100 a month. Rip improvised a heater, a shower, and a stove. We were still broke, but down the block was a cheese wholesaler who put his damaged stock out in the street on Thursday nights. There were dented cases of Boursin, bruised wheels of Swiss, and more, all free for the taking, so there we went every week with empty backpacks. There’s a lot you can do with cheese, it turns out. I made fondues. I made cassaroodles. I made quiches. I still like cheese.

Everybody has a formative food life, and that was mine. It’s now several decades later and I continue to love everything about food and how we acquire it. My wife is happy to let me handle the household shopping. I start out with a list, but I browse each aisle of the market, and on every trip I’ll pick up something unnecessary that looks interesting, a typical undisciplined male grocery shopper. I’m still that child dazzled by the magic and the splendors of a U.S. Army PX. To me, food shopping isn’t a chore; it’s a spectator sport that’s also my field of scientific inquiry. In a very real sense, it’s been my life’s work, and therefore—fittingly—it’s what has put the food on my table.

I probably don’t have to point out that we’ve made some big changes in our shopping habits recently, especially when it comes to food. We had already begun shifting our grocery shopping from the brick-and-mortar world to online. But once COVID struck, roughly 25 percent of all grocery buying was done via apps and websites. Ordering meals from the various online delivery outfits was already popular, particularly among young eaters. But it became obligatory once restaurants were off-limits. Grocers prospered, even with all the tumult. Restaurateurs and bar owners—and especially their employees—suffered terribly. For a spell, our cities were alive with outdoor dining—you couldn’t walk down the street without having to maneuver around sidewalk tables. It was lively and fun to witness, especially in the midst of so much fear and sadness. Then winter came.

As I write this, we are still beset by a storm of crises and conflicts, one on top of another—political, environmental, economic, racial, tribal. Food plays into each and every battle. Inequality? Just look at who eats well and who doesn’t. At the terrifying outset of the pandemic, some were deemed “essential” workers, meaning their labors were necessary to feed the rest of us. Who were those brave souls? They worked at slaughterhouses and factories, on farms and in grocers and at other jobs where email and Zoom and Skype and Slack were useless, while the rest of us sat home and ate. Want to talk about inequality? Greenhouse gases, carbon footprints, soil depletion? The humane treatment of animals? The encroachment of scary new technologies on the natural world? The epidemic of diet-related diseases? Meet me at the supermarket.

And yet is there anything better than food? It is as necessary to life as air or water, except it’s a lot more fun and brings us much more joy. The story of food is like a record of human yearning, of our ability to provide, to invent, to create, to transform and transcend. Food is love! At least if you’re doing it right.

My reason for wanting to write this book now was simple: I think that where food is concerned, we’re at an inflection point unlike anything we’ve ever experienced before. We’re definitely in “best of times/worst of times” territory.

Technology has changed nearly everything about our lives over the recent past, and food has been no exception—from how it’s grown and made to the ways we acquire it. There’s been a mass migration from what we quaintly thought of as the “real” world, the one made of bricks and mortar, to the digital arena, which can hardly be called unreal by now. If you’ve got a phone and a credit card, you can get anything edible, from any corner of the planet, delivered to you—today by a delivery person but soon by a robot or a drone, taking all human contact out of the transaction. Like something out of science fiction, at least to a twentieth-century guy like me.

Unfortunately, technology has also turned the things we eat and drink into commercial products to be engineered, manufactured, and marketed like tires or toothpaste. There’s been a degradation of our food environment for profit, resulting in that other global pandemic, the one we scarcely acknowledge: the high rates of obesity, type 2 diabetes, associated metabolic disorders, and all the death and disability they cause. Once it was the scarcity of food that threatened our lives; today it’s the abundance.

At the same time, we’re in the midst of a great age of enlightenment regarding the things we eat and drink—and tech has had a huge role in that as well. We’ve learned to value the wisdom of nature and the importance of close contact with our food supply, of eating local, as the expression goes. It remains the only way to be sure that what we’re getting is wholesome and healthy not just for ourselves but for the environment. Thanks to technology, we can know everything about our food, including where it was grown, and how, and by whom. We no longer ignore the inequities and the cruelties involved in our food chain.

Watching how people shop for food has given me a unique perspective on all those changes. I’ve been both fascinated and horrified by what I’ve seen, even in my own habits. We all need to get better and smarter. Maybe something in this book will help. Here’s hoping.

I’ve tried to look at where our eating and drinking lives are headed, but it’s a tricky business, I’ve found. We’re hurtling so quickly into the future that what lies ahead today is in our rearview mirror tomorrow. And I don’t own a crystal ball. But I do have some very smart, observant, friendly fellow travelers, and throughout this book we’ll tag along with them as they make their way through the brave new world of food and drink. Their experiences and educated guesses provide a fascinating look at where we’re all headed. I’ll have a few observations of my own to contribute, no doubt.

A final note before we get rolling: The various encounters I report on throughout this book took place mostly pre-COVID, and then I wrote it mostly during 2020—strange, volatile times in the world I was trying to describe, like trying to hit a moving target. Hard to know how much of life would change permanently and how much (if any) would go back to what we like to think of as normal. I tried my best to steer through all that upheaval and find lessons that would last.






ONE Getting into Supermarkets


Okay, hang on a second here: let’s see if I can find a decent spot.…

“Do we have to go to the supermarket?” I can almost hear you whine. I feel your pain, believe me. The experience leaves a lot to be desired. And yet, despite all the upheaval in the world of eating and drinking, it remains the place where we get most of our food. If we’re going to learn anything useful, it’s going to happen here. The first challenge we face: parking. Less of a problem if we can shop when the rest of the world is doing something else, which accounts for the appeal of 11:00 p.m. grocery runs. Most of us, though, are here when everybody else is. Like right now.

This particular lot, like most, wasn’t so much planned as happened by default. Markets are almost always located in strip shopping centers, like the one we’re in, meaning there are several businesses sharing one vast, undifferentiated asphalt jungle. The result is chaos—we’re all aiming toward different destinations; we all want to be close to our entrance, and with a clear shot at an exit. Are you surprised that more fender benders happen here than on highways?

These lots tend to be designed by engineers with the express purpose of fitting in the greatest number of spots possible. I remember doing one of our first jobs at Target, in the late nineties, when they finally started making bigger parking spaces, in response to the growing number of SUVs on the road. They were bigger than the minivans that came before, but not as large as the pickup trucks currently popular. I’m waiting to see how much wider the spaces can get.

Adding to the challenge are the zones being carved out for shoppers who have Bought Online and Picked up In-Store—BOPIS, as they say in the trade. This is the innovation that’s supposed to revolutionize the food-shopping experience. It hasn’t totally taken over yet, though it makes a great deal of sense. You order online, then book a time to pick up your groceries. Once you arrive, you park in a numbered spot, text the store, and an employee delivers your groceries right into your trunk. A nice system, but it’s just one more obstacle to our search for parking. It’s like a blood sport out here—we’re all helplessly competitive behind the wheel, even when the prize (a space twenty feet closer to the store) is fairly meaningless.

Speaking of which, that lady just took my spot! There’s another good one right next to it, except some careless so-and-so left their cart blocking it. I’m usually opposed to the death penalty, but for shopping cart abandoners I’d make an exception.…

Attend any big sporting event or concert and you are pretty much guaranteed to find parking lot attendants wearing reflective vests (it’s probably not the safest job in the world) and holding batons or flashlights or whatever airport tarmac workers use to guide pilots to their gates. What would it cost for shopping centers to hire attendants to avert the confusion, aggression, bad decision-making, and occasional collisions we witness on a regular basis, especially during busy periods? It would be worth it.

I’m not even in the store yet and I’m already tense.…

Parking lots in general are an interesting issue in the world of retail. They’re usually identical to this one—a wasteland that’s simultaneously dull and dangerous. Once you park, you hustle as quickly as possible to the store, secure in the knowledge that there won’t be anything even mildly interesting to see or do on the way.

Could this parking lot be otherwise? Hard to imagine, I know. Our expectations are so low. But this could be a much different, even happier place. When you consider how much of suburban America is given over to parking lots, it seems like a waste to ask so little of them.

But supermarket parking lots are on the brink of some big changes. Not due to any inventiveness on the part of the lots’ owners, or even in response to consumer demand. It’s more a function of two powerful, related forces in how we will eat from now on.

One factor is the way farming itself is being transformed. Elsewhere in this book, more than once, I’ll talk about how and why this is happening. It’s a global movement, inspired in part by bad news—the environmental degradation of our farmland. We’ll get to that a little later, but take my word for it: the news is grim.

However, there’s also good news, which brings us to the second force at work here: our realization that locally grown food is better for us and for the planet. Fresher for sure. Almost surely grown without the use of industrial-level pesticides, which at some point end up in our air and water. Delivered to us without the need for planes, ships, trains, or refrigerated tractor-trailers. Beneficial to the local economy. How many reasons do we need?

How will all that play out in this godforsaken place? Here’s one way: we’ll grow food here.

Instead of certain crops being farmed far away and then transported to stores, they will grow in greenhouses, which can be built pretty much anywhere. We won’t even have to enter the store to shop. There will be a farmer—almost certainly someone young, probably idealistic and well educated, enthused about what they’re growing and especially how, and likely in love with the cutting-edge technology that’s behind this megashift in the food chain.

You’ll just choose what you want—today I happen to need some spinach, lettuce, arugula, basil, and rosemary—and, a few snips of the shears later, it’s yours. All grown year-round and hydroponically, meaning without soil and not dependent on rainwater. Wrapped in paper instead of plastic, probably, in keeping with the green vibe. Handed to you with a smile. Couldn’t be any fresher unless you grew it in your kitchen.

I love it. You’re going to love it too.

And you might not even need to build a greenhouse. Today, steel shipping containers are being repurposed—recycled—as controlled-environment farming modules. The plants will be nourished by grow lights and irrigated by sophisticated watering systems, so we’re not entirely independent of electrical power. But in the right setting, solar energy could take care of those needs too.

The crops likely will be on the smaller side, like leafy greens, sprouts, herbs, peppers, cherry tomatoes, berries, stuff like that. You could grow watermelons this way, but you won’t get very many out of a greenhouse.

This may sound like a scenario dreamed up by some starry-eyed Green New Deal visionary, but big corporations—Walmart!—are seriously looking at on-site growing technology. Not because it’s such a cool concept, but because it has the potential to solve some major food supply crises in our near future, and also be profitable, which is the key element that will make all this a reality someday soon.

Of course, a greenhouse in this lot will make the competition for parking even worse. But there are other changes in how we buy food that will cut down on the number of people coming here anyway. This means that the store itself is going to shrink and become less super, which won’t be such a bad thing. So maybe a smaller lot won’t be a big problem.

Let’s see—how else could we turn the supermarket trip into something more than a dreaded chore?

Food trucks? An entire food court of food trucks! Depending on what part of the country we’re in, this could wind up the best, most exciting place to dine in town—it’s going to be like one big internationalist motorized buffet. (Remember when we used to call them roach coaches? The worst kind of belly fill? Not today.) The beauty of food trucks wherever they show up—and they’re everywhere, on a global scale—is that they’re almost always owned and run by people who love the food they’re serving. It’s a perfect setup for entrepreneurs on a tight budget, which, in America today, is often someone recently arrived from another country, eager to share the cuisine and the culture they brought with them. Their food tends to be fresh, authentic, inexpensive, and made at home with love and pride. This will come in especially handy once you get away from cities, because suburbs and exurbs often are underserved by food-delivery outfits. And there’s no reason food trucks can’t deliver too.

Okay, what more can we do to instill joy into this place? The obvious thing would be to retrofit the lot with proper infrastructure, meaning electrical outlets, improved lighting (assuming there’s any lighting at all, which isn’t always the case), plumbing, heating, Wi-Fi. Once that happens, the sky’s the limit. It would make possible some kind of permanent structure built to hold bathrooms, ATMs, charging stations, child care, a place to chill out and watch movies or college football on big-screen TVs while we wait for Mom or Dad or whoever is doing the shopping today.

How about a bandshell, an outdoor concert venue, or a pop-up theater? After dark, an open-air cinema? During COVID’s strictest periods of social distancing, any such activity spaces were a blessing. Almost anything would be an improvement over this parking lot or any other.

In some countries, like Thailand and South Korea, there are special sections of parking lots reserved for women shoppers. It might come as a surprise to men that even in supermarket lots, women walking alone are not spared the unwanted attentions and remarks of crude and piggish guys. Hard to imagine, I know—are there men who leave the house to shop for groceries and decide to harass a few women too? Women also deserve their own sections here because they are more likely to be managing kids and strollers and therefore need a little extra consideration.

Before we go inside, I want to move in the opposite direction, all the way back to the farthest extremity of the lot. Please. I have my reasons.

I can no longer count the number of times I have done what we call walk-throughs or store clinics with supermarket and shopping center executives. These jaunts consist of me traveling around the world to places just like where we are now and telling the businessmen and-women what they’re doing wrong and what they could do better. It is one of the most enjoyable parts of my job. We start our sessions as far as possible from the entrance. Invariably, the execs give me funny looks, wondering what this has to do with the store they run. But here, I explain, is where your store truly begins—at the first place the shopper can glimpse it. Here is where you enter the customer’s consciousness. From down the block, across the street, the edge of the parking lot.

Notice anything? Me neither. There’s nothing to notice—just a bland, flat, featureless building, probably beige or gray, with a not-so-grand entrance. This structure virtually promises you a boring time. The only visual element, most likely, is the store’s name and maybe a logo. Shop ’n’ Drop or something catchy like that.

In the past, merchants understood. A cobbler had a sign shaped like a shoe. The barber had a red-and-white-striped pole. Did that really symbolize the days when barbers provided medical treatment by bleeding sick people? So it seems. I wouldn’t trust my barber to perform surgery on me, but I still like his sign. The pawnshop has a fixture with three gold balls. A butcher might deploy a barnyard animal logo. There are plenty of smiling cows welcoming customers inside. In Europe, I’ve seen equine butchers with cartoony horse heads as their logos. Granted, it’s a little creepy, but it gets the message across.

The supermarket? Chances are there’s not even a vaguely food-like image on the exterior. Or any image at all. Ironically, the very first self-serve supermarket, the Piggly Wiggly, founded in 1916, had a grinning pig as its logo. Still does. They even sell T-shirts featuring that cute little porker. Can you imagine wearing your supermarket’s T-shirt?

Okay, we’ve trudged through the lot and we’ve reached the doors. We can finally pass from out here to in there.

Hang on. Not quite yet.

There’s a principle that governs any transition we make from one physical environment into another—like now, for example, as we step from outdoors to indoors, from the lot into the store. It’s what we call the transition zone.

We make this voyage, from one physical area into another, countless times a day. We do it so often it barely registers. But our brains and bodies know. When you enter a house, invariably there’s a space just inside the door—“vestibule” being the decorous term, which originated in ancient Roman architecture, though the Greeks employed them too. The space that connected out there to in here. Same as the lobby you find in every office building, hospital, or any other public structure.

We’ve spent countless hours explaining the significance of this to our clients. We try to convince them to keep this transition zone—this landing pad—clear. There’s no point trying to sell somebody something here, or asking them to absorb a written message from a sign. We’ve shot plenty of video of people entering malls, stores, restaurants, and other spaces, and we’ve witnessed exactly how human beings perform in such moments. First, we slow down. Our feet tell our brains that the flooring feels different, and we make the subtle shifts necessary to handle that. Maybe there’s a step up or down, or a change from asphalt or grass to linoleum, tile, or carpeting. The light is suddenly different too—brighter, or dimmer, or coming from a different direction. And so, our pupils must also adjust. The sounds and smells are different. There’s a lot going on.

Did the store put a rack of flyers immediately inside the door, down at about waist level? We’re not going to see it. Are the shopping baskets just two steps in, next to the flyers? We’ll speed right by them. Are they on the left side of the entrance instead of the right? Now we’ll never see them.

Where are we looking? Probably downward. That’s pure self-preservation. We don’t want to trip and fall or crash into anything or anybody.

I’m sure that back at some architect or designer’s studio, this entryway was left more or less bare, as it should be. It probably stayed that way for, oh, a week or two. Then stuff migrated in, as stuff always seems to do, everywhere. Cardboard stands holding packages of potato chips, or cookies, or some other nonnecessities, on the theory (I guess) that even speeding shoppers won’t be able to resist a snack bargain. Or looming banks of bottled water, case upon case. Is there a shopper who really hits the brakes two steps inside the store to grab a case of water?

In the early, panicky days of the lockdown, most market entrance areas were transformed into hot zones. They usually featured an employee or two acting as combination doorperson/security guard, allowing people in if they were properly masked, and sometimes gloved, and even then only when other shoppers were leaving, to allow for ample social distancing. There were hand sanitizer stations. Glove dispensers. Visual guides reminding us how long six feet actually is. Signs instructing us where and how to walk once we got inside. Arrows on the floor. You might have predicted, as I did, that these restrictions would be in place for a good long time. You probably wondered if things would ever return to “normal.” Instead, we kept our masks on as required but pretty much abandoned all those other protections. Even when infections began surging back to peak levels, we didn’t revert to first-wave paranoia.

For a while, though, supermarkets were swamped by shoppers in mortal fear of running out of bread, or disinfectant spray, or toilet paper, or yeast. You couldn’t find frozen broccoli, or frozen pizza either. Pasta? I know people who at this moment still have a year’s worth crowding their pantry shelves. Along with all that, we each began to recalibrate the size of our spatial bubble—the amount of separation from one another we require in order to feel safe. Before long, though, those bubbles began shrinking back to the old size.

Anyway, we’re blocking the entrance. Let’s go inside. It’s time.

But wait, before we do…






TWO The Citified Get Countrified (and Vice Versa)


Before we plunge into the modern supermarket, I thought we’d take a step out of time, into a place that is both the past and the future—one future, at least—of our relationship with food, where the old meets the next.

On my relentlessly urban—noisy, jam-packed, car- and truck- and bus-exhaust-perfumed—walk home from the office, on at least three days a week (four if I work Saturdays), I get to stroll through one of the glories of the city eater: the open-air farmers market. This one, at Union Square, is the flagship of New York City’s Greenmarket system, and largest of the fifty or so open-air markets throughout the city.

As with most farmers markets, this one exists in a space intended for something else. The broad sidewalk in front of the park here is normally just that—a big expanse of bare concrete, a place for people to walk in a city where pedestrian space is usually crunched. Especially in this part of town, which visitors—mainly young ones—frequent. A lot. Union Square once was farmland, then a potter’s field, and finally a great urban crossroads, where Broadway, 14th Street, University Place, and Fourth Avenue all converge, the boundary of four desirable residential neighborhoods (Gramercy Park, Flatiron, Chelsea, Greenwich Village). On opening day of this market, in 1976, seven farmers showed up, and by noon they sold everything they brought.

This is the future of back to nature as envisioned by New York City, meaning it’s governed by a thirty-three-page document of rules and regulations that covers everything from the precise meaning of the word “local” (all food for sale must be grown and processed within a circle that extends no more than 250 miles from city limits) to the contents of the food (no GMOs, no trans fats, no weird non-food additives, no plastic packaging). Even the baked goods should be made completely from scratch and must “avoid ingredients that do not support our mission.”

Ah, yes, this is a market with a mission: started amid the heady fumes of the first Earth Day back in the seventies, and constantly evolving and renewing and brimming ever since, maybe the only common ground left where the citified meets the countrified, clearly at the forefront of… of what? Of whatever forces are leading us into the heart of twenty-first-century foodways.

Not that there’s anything remotely new about the idea of farmers selling their goods directly to eaters. That, of course, has been going on since, well, whenever it was that agriculture (which is at least twelve thousand years old) and trade (even older) joined forces. But the postindustrial model is definitely in vogue: According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, in 1994 there were 1,755 marketplaces in American cities and suburbs where farmers sold directly to buyers. By 2019, there were 8,771 and growing. The USDA even has its own farmers market, in Washington, D.C., and does its best to expand the reach of small growers through programs that make it easier for people on food stamps and for schoolchildren to take advantage of these places.

On a summer’s day, you stroll through the Union Square farmers market thinking there’s absolutely nothing edible or drinkable that isn’t available and in abundance. Nothing tropical, of course. No pineapples. But an awful lot during the time of the year when northeastern farmers are up to their eyeballs in crops.

But you might reasonably wonder what there could be to shop for here in the middle of winter. The answer would be: still quite a lot. Once, the farmers market was a highly seasonal enterprise—like agriculture itself. If the farmer can’t grow it, she can’t sell it, and so you’d expect this place to be a ghost town from autumn to spring.
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