NO.II

5§ AV E U R

“baby asparagus” in markets might
not be young at all. “Skinny spears
often come from tired, overworked
plants,” Arnert explains. “Thick
spears usually come from young,
healthy ones.” If thick spears are
tough when you buy them, he adds,
ic’s probably because of the way
they’ve been handled. According ro
Arnect, many grocety chains stock-
pile asparagus in cold storage, pe-
riodically dribbling their wooden
crates with ice water to keep the
vegetables looking fresh. Often, the
moisture is insufficient, and the
stalks arrive in stores dehydrated.

No danger of that wich Mister
Spear. Arnett’s company—head-
quartered in Stockton, California,
in the central San Joaquin Valley,
where a significant amount of cthe
nation’s asparagus crop 15 grown—
gets asparagus from the field to the
cansumers table overnigh ot, ac che
latese, within 48 hours.

Arnett, a businessman who raised
beefalo (a low-fat buffalo-cactle cross
once marketed as a new, health-con-
scions gourmet treat) for a time,
started Mister Spear with Dante
Nomellini, who has grown aspara-
gus in the valley for more than 50
years and, Arnett says, “just oozes
experience.” Nomellini, who is now
chairman of the board and chief fi-
nancial officer of Mister Spear,
taught him what asparagus should
taste like, Arnett continues, and he
decided to spread the word.

“I knew that most people had
never tasted great asparagus because
it’s rarely found in stores,” he ex-
plains. Once they tried top-quali-
ty jumbo spears (a grade thar makes
up only 4 to 5 percent of toral Cal-
ifornia production), they’'d want
more, he thought. "We started out
sending a few gift packs as a sort of
test. Our mailing list grew through

HIP ARNETT has a mission in life: to debunk the myth
that thick asparagus is always tough and thin asparagus is
always young and tender. “Tenderness has to do with age,
not necessarily size,” explains Arnect, president of Mister Spear,
Inc., a mail-order produce company. And the thin spears labeled
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word of mouth,” he says. To keep up with demand, Arnett worked
on “perfecting the concept” by testing shipping options, devising
special packaging, and establishing further contacts in the as-
paragus-growing communicy.

Every day during the spring season, from March through May,

just-picked asparagus is brought
from fields throughour the valley
directly to the 100 or so local pack-
ing sheds where produce brokers
come to inspect and buy them. On
Mister Spear’s shipping days (Mon-
day, Tuesday, and Wednesday), the
company sends 20 to 30 graders to
visit many of these sheds, [ooking
for young, fat, scraight-as-an-arrow
specimens. The graders are so rig-
orous, says Arnett, thae chey often
end up choosing just one spear out
of every 500 they inspect. The
asparagus that makes the cut is
trimmed, packed, and shipped by
air to consumers the same day. It’s
so fresh chat it's best simply sim-
mered briefly in warter and seasoned
with a squeeze of lemon juice.
Mister Spear also sells a variety of
seasonal fruits and vegetables be-
sides asparagus, among them
avocados, actichokes, and bing cher-
ries—but asparagus remains the
company’s best-seller. A three-
pound order ($26.90) contains be-
tween 24 and 28 spears and will
serve six. A seven-and-a-half-pound
order is $46.90, and 15 pounds cost
$81.90. Mister Spear also ships
fresh white asparagus from mid-
May to early June. These albino-
spears, a coveted delicacy in Europe,
have a slightly bitter but appealing
flavor, Prices vary somewhat from
year to year, but are a bit higher
than for green asparagus; last year,
a two-and-a-half pound package,
around 30 spears, cost about $27.
All prices include oveenight ship-
ping and a recipe booklet. For
possible price changes, or to request
a brochure listing the company’s
other vegetables and fruits, conract
Mister Spear, Inc., P.O. Box 1768,
Stockton, CA 95201; 800/677-
7327, fax 209/464-3846. Credit
cards are accepred. =
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