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“Ever wonder if that ‘organic’ sticker on your produce is legit? 
Peter Laufer did the work to find out, and the answers are 
equal parts fascinating and disturbing.” 
—Bill McKibben, author of Wandering HomeA veteran journalist investigates the rampant deceit in  

the global organic food industry and exposes the truth of  
what we have been made to believe, buy, and eat.
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organic walnuts that were supposedly produced 
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traces their origins back to their source. Along 
the way he learns how easily we are tricked into 
taking “organic” claims at face value. 

With organic foods readily available at 
supermarket chains, confusion and outright 
deception about labels have become 
commonplace. Globalization has allowed food 
from highly corrupt governments and businesses 
overseas to pollute the organic market with food 
that is anything but. The environment is like the 
Wild West: oversight is virtually nonexistent, and 
deception runs amok. Laufer investigates so-
called organic farms in europe, Africa, and south 
America as well as in his own backyard in the 
Pacific northwest. 

The book examines what constitutes organic 
and by whom the definitions are made. The 
answers will stun readers, who have been sold a 
questionable, highlysuspect, and even false bill  
of goods for years.
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“It’s tempting to stick your head in the sand on this topic,  
but Laufer is right—where there’s money there’s (unfortunately) 

corruption. His international quest to trace the origin  
of his organic food is both intriguing and enlightening.”

—Lisa Leake, author of 100 Days of Real Food

 
PrAIse For ThE DANgEROUS WORlD Of BUTTERflIES:

“Absorbing and far-reaching....” —NPR Science Desk

“Compelling. . . . Laufer delivers an absorbing science lesson  
for fans of the colorful bugs.” —Publishers Weekly

“Like The Orchid Thief, The Dangerous World of Butterflies takes us 
deep into the dark heart of obsessed collectors and the passionate 

activism … Laufer, a veteran reporter on cultural and political borders, 
understands how these worlds cross and collide. His book is a Venn 

diagram of the beautiful and bizarre.” —Los Angeles Times

“[Laufer’s] book is charming and his attention to detail, combined with 
a real gift for describing these fascinating characters…made me want to 

read everything else he has written.” —Washington Post
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Preface

Organic?

Those of us fortunate enough not to be worried about where our 
next meal is coming from nonetheless often act obsessed about food. 
We check how many calories are packed into this and how much fat 
(and what type) is in that. We’re morbidly obese because we eat too 
much, and we’re Karen Carpenter anorexic because we’re worried 
we look too fat in those pants. We scarf up the latest fads when 
they promise us instant energy and long life, from nasty-tasting 
tough kale to magic potions of spirulina. We line up at overpriced 
restaurants just because some trendy reviewer showcases the eateries 
even while tables sit empty across the street at joints with great food. 
We stare dazzled at chef competitions as so-called celebrity cooks 
show us how to make complex dishes we’ll never try to replicate in 
our own kitchens. We switch whimsically from strict vegan diets 
to debauched snout-to-tail pig feasts. And more and more, across 
America and around the globe, we seek organic groceries. Whatever 
the heck “organic” means. 

I invite you, dear reader, to come with me as I chase a couple 
of food products produced in the Third World from my local 
grocery store shelves back to their point of origin, and to join me 
as I investigate whether we shoppers and cooks and eaters are being 
deceived by the seductive word “organic.” 

Growing awareness regarding the quality, value, and safety of the 
food supply is fueling surging growth in the organic food industry. 
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Preface

Giant retailers offer supermarket sections labeled “organic,” filled 
with products claiming organic status. In addition to confusion and 
inconsistencies with formal definitions of the word “organic” as it 
pertains to food, globalization means that distributors are bringing 
products to the marketplace from locales far from home, locales rife 
with political and business corruption. 

To check the validity of food labeled organic that is grown and 
processed in places with histories that make this claim suspect, I 
embarked on a project: to trace beans and nuts from my modest 
kitchen back toward where they were grown and processed. This 
book is not a trashing of the Third World nor a condemnation of 
organics. I believe an organic food diet is ideal and know that the 
First World is also rife with corruption. I report in these pages the 
story of a food distributor from my own Oregon county sentenced 
to federal prison for committing food-labeling fraud. Skepticism is 
appropriate throughout the food distribution system.

O

This story is a quest. I want to know what this buzzword “organic” 
really means outside of the privileged culinary environs where I live, 
especially when it is slapped on a growing number of foodstuffs—
along with price tags substantially higher than the same banana or can 
of beans or bag of walnuts marked with what’s becoming a disparaging 
term: “conventional”—or just “banana” or “beans” or “walnuts.” 

It seems obvious, but it’s worth saying: We all eat. Perhaps 
that explains the continuing and growing success of books about 
food, especially those books that help us understand what we eat 
and why. However, the food-oriented bookshelf does not yet deal 
with the pivotal and crucial issue of provenance. We rarely ascertain 
the origins of most organic foods we consume. That provenance is 
suspect at best and tainted at worst. It’s time to advance the debate 

Organic_Final.indd   8 4/17/14   10:54 AM



ix

Preface

from “Is organic better?” to “Is what’s sold as organic really organic?” 
We need to question the organic guarantees the marketplace 
promises consumers who pay premium prices for organic food, 
question the integrity of the organic food chain, and question the 
morality of sourcing high-priced organic food in locales where 
farmworkers and food producers labor in abusive conditions. If we 
are what we eat, we need to know what we’re eating and how it came 
to our dinner plates. 

Annual organic food and drink sales just in the United States 
grew from one billion dollars in the early 1990s to about twenty-seven 
billion dollars in the subsequent twenty years, according to the USDA. 
When there’s money to be made, the scam artists are never far behind. 
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Introduction

Nuts and Beans

My wife, Sheila, brought home a bag of walnuts from Trader Joe’s labeled 
“organic,” and they tasted rancid. No big deal. These things happen. I 
was about to take them back across town to return them to the store, 
but first I decided to read the label. Walnuts they were for sure, and they 
were organic, claimed the label. It was the small print that caught my 
eye: organic and a product of [dramatic pause] Kazakhstan.

Call me a skeptic and a cynic, but my journalist’s radar kicked 
in about here. As I was driving back to the store, I thought about the 
authoritarian regime in power in Kazakhstan, the struggling farmers 
over there, and the culture of bribery and corruption that lingers 
in most former Soviet republics. I wondered if there was anything 
organic about the spoiled nuts besides the word “organic” on the 
cellophane bag.

Of course Trader Joe’s gave me my money back. The collegiate-
looking clerk and I joked about the credibility of the Kazakhstan 
organic food industry. I went home with a replacement bag of 
conventionally grown California-sourced walnuts and pretty much 
forgot the episode.

Fast-forward a few months, and Sheila is looking at the label 
of a can of organic black beans she has brought home from the 
Whole Foods competitor here in the college town of Eugene: Market 
of Choice. The brand is Natural Directions, and Sheila’s worry is 
BPA. She’s endeavoring to keep Bisphenol A out of our household, 
concerned that the plastic lining in cans is a health hazard. She’s on 
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the phone with a representative of Natural Directions who says that 
in order to know the type of can, it is necessary to know the origin of 
the product. On the top of the can is stamped “Product of Bolivia.”

I immediately think of the walnuts. The scenario is the same. A 
package design created to lure consumers such as me and Sheila to 
grab it off the shelves—that code word “organic” attracting us like a 
flashing neon sign. And then the unlikely country of origin, Bolivia—
as incredible as Kazakhstan. Bolivia, rife with corruption because of 
its massive cocaine trade. Bolivia, one of the poorest countries in the 
Western Hemisphere. It stretches my credulity to believe the organic 
claim here as well.

I write this from my home in Oregon, famous for its organic food 
industry. Oregon is home to Oregon Tilth, one of the oldest, largest, 
and (at least in the old organic days) strictest organic certification 
programs in America, and a model for other similar regulators. 
Oregon is also home to fifty-five-year-old Harold Chase, sentenced 
to more than two years in a federal prison for selling more than 
four million pounds of conventionally grown corn to a wholesaler. 
His crime? He claimed the corn was organic, raised the price, and 
doubled his money.

As we concerned consumers struggle to make informed 
purchasing decisions about what’s for dinner, whom can we trust 
regarding the provenance of our food? As much as we may try, for 
most of us it is impractical to trace each item on our menus.

A hysterical, famous scene in the IFC sketch comedy Portlandia 
comes to mind: A couple is quizzing their waitress about the chicken 
they are considering ordering, and she pulls out a file, providing them 
with his name—Colin—and his pedigree. They are not satisfied and 
leave the restaurant to check out his farm home to make certain that 
he was properly raised.

Nonetheless, with Wal-Mart filling its grocery aisles with food 
labeled organic, with Trader Joe’s offering us nuts from Kazakhstan 
and Natural Directions claiming to import beans from Bolivia, I 
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felt motivated to conduct a test: trace those walnuts back to their 
Kazakhstan grower and those legumes back to their Bolivian bean 
field. So I did. But this book is no mere travelogue. My goal is to 
reverse-engineer the history of the nuts and beans—and our overall 
organic menu. What occurs from the time of planting through 
harvest on to processing, packaging, transport, and finally the 
delivery to the point of sale? How did those words get on this bag 
and that can?

Are these globalized nuts and beans (and by extension other 
global food products) what we want to spend our money on and put 
in our stomachs? Who certifies them as organic? Can we trust that 
stamp of approval? And even if we can, how do we feel about the 
conditions for workers along the route the food takes to our plates? 
Are these nuts and beans examples of global greenwashing, hidden 
behind that splashy word on the label?

The third element of the quest I make in this book takes place 
close to my Eugene home. Is the fraudster Harold Chase an anomaly, 
or are we at risk here at home of spending premium prices for 
foodstuffs made in America that we believe are organic but that are, 
in fact, something else?

What is the origin of this food I’m eating? Can I trust the label? 
What does the label mean? Is it just an example of slick advertising? 

O

I left the comfort of my sleepy little college town on a journalistic 
and gastronomical odyssey to trace the walnuts and beans from my 
local store shelves back to the trees and vines from whence they 
supposedly came. 

After more than a year on the road, scores of interviews, and 
stacks of research, I found the answers and added more questions.
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Chapter One

Traitor Joe

Back in 2010, when I first moved to Eugene, Oregon, advertisements 
for a show at the Lane County Historical Museum were impossible for 
me to ignore. In the same fluid and familiar typefaces that called me to 
San Francisco concerts back in the 1960s at the Avalon Ballroom and 
the Fillmore, the museum posters hawked “Tie Dye and Tofu: How 
Mainstream Eugene Became a Counterculture Haven.” A Volkswagen 
bus, not unlike the ones I had owned over the years, was a focal 
point of the exhibit, its radio blaring Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix. 
Other icons of the times were displayed—from faded blue jeans to 
“underground” newspapers—relics that I did not need to buy a ticket 
to experience. Not only did I live through the period, much of the stuff 
in the museum was what my wife and I still make use of at home.

“Tie Dye and Tofu” documented the genesis of the Oregon back-
to-the-land movement and the origins of what were then alternative 
food brands. Companies like the Springfield Creamery were marketing 
products impossible to find in the supermarkets of the day, like Nancy’s 
Organic Yogurt. Organic foodstuffs were sold in funky, locally owned 
so-called health food stores in Lane County and across America. One 
of those stores was in Austin, Texas, and called itself Whole Foods.

Today, of course, food labeled organic is available everywhere. 
Trader Joe’s stocks it; even Wal-Mart does. Organic food is a 
multibillion-dollar industry. Multibillion as in about twenty-seven 
billion dollars a year—just in the United States (although that’s less 
than 4 percent of the total US grocery dollars spent).1 

Organic_Final.indd   1 4/17/14   10:54 AM



Organic

2

My kitchen is a prime example. 
The tea I drink is the French St. Dalfour brand, flavored with 

mango. I like the taste, the packaging, and the price (a relative 
bargain for organic). Each box is filled with twenty-five tea bags 
sealed in their individual foil envelopes for freshness. (What is the 
unnecessary upstream and downstream waste generated by those 
pouches?) I am seduced by the label. I figure tea plantations—
located far from most consumers—must be susceptible to all sorts 
of nasty fertilizers, herbicides, fungicides, and insecticides. The 
word “organic” seems like insurance. The package promises that 
the product is inspected by the Institut für Marktökologie Institut 
D’Ecocommerce of Switzerland (sounds impressive—Switzerland is 
so clean!) and certified organic by Oregon Tilth.

The oatmeal I eat is Old Wessex Ltd. Brand Irish Style. It is certi-
fied organic by Quality Assurance International in San Diego. There 
is a bottle of Tunisian olive oil in the cabinet along with the oatmeal. 
The organic claim on its label is endorsed by Ecocert. Nearby is a 
half-full box of Doctor Kracker organic crackers, a promise certified 
by the Texas Department of Agriculture. The Texas promise is also 
featured on a box of Arrowhead Mills organic Rice and Shine hot 
cereal. A jar of organic Adriatic Fig Spread—produced for Whole 
Foods by Hermes International in Croatia—carries a certification by 
IMO Switzerland, likely the abbreviation of the institute on the tea 
box. A plastic box of United with Earth brand Medjool dates (“juicy 
fresh”—an odd selling point for a dried food product) is certified 
organic by the abbreviation CCOF.

A tin of Flying Bird brand cinnamon is labeled “certified organic” 
with no indication of who certified it, under what conditions, or to 
what specifications. “Organic,” of course, means a lot of things. That’s 
the problem.

In the refrigerator is a jar of Lundberg Farms brown rice syrup 
called “Eco-Farmed” and “Non GMO Project verified.” An Organic 
Valley carton promises that the large brown eggs in it were laid by 
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“organic hens” eating a “100% organic vegetarian diet,” certified by 
Oregon Tilth. The Spectrum Naturals toasted sesame oil is touted 
organic and boasts the USDA Organic badge on the label, but offers 
no suggestion of what third party is acting the role of watchdog over 
the claim. 

There are two ears of corn in the vegetable bin with a strip of 
plastic tape around them guaranteeing they were “organically 
grown,” and also offering no source for the claim. The ketchup, along 
with the vegetable broth and the Greek yogurt, all sport the stylized 
Q trademark of Quality Assurance International. 

Trader Joe’s Is None of My Business
My local Trader Joe’s is just across the Willamette River from my 
office on the University of Oregon campus. “I go there because I feel 
like they edit their products,” reports one of my journalism students, 
a comment more about TJ’s image than anything. I confess to being 
entertained by the danceable rock ’n’ roll music blaring in the store 
and lured by the bargain prices, along with some products I’ve not 
been able to find elsewhere. The popcorn cooked in olive oil is an 
example. It’s addictive. According to the label, it, too, is organic. 
Like the Guiltless brand baked (not fried!) organic corn chips I stuff 
myself with, the organic popcorn I devour makes me feel as if my 
diet is healthy. 

Biting into a rancid walnut is an unpleasant experience. But 
when I brought the bag of uneaten Kazakh nuts back to my Trader 
Joe’s, the familiar smile of the store’s “crew” was on the manager’s 
face. The employees appear happy with their work. Before I left the 
store with the fresh bag of California walnuts, I asked the manager 
why the “grown in Kazakhstan” walnuts were no longer on the shelf. 
He told me to query headquarters via the store’s website, and that’s 
what I went home and did.

A reply came in short order and with typical Trader Joe’s 
cuteness, or casualness—depending on your point of view. 
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“This automated response confirms that your email has 
successfully been sent to Trader Joe’s,” I was told. 

We value your comments and will do our best to get back to you as 
soon as humanly possible. (That’s because a few humans are busily 
reading and responding to ALL of the great customer feedback.) If 
this is a matter that requires immediate attention, please contact 
your local Trader Joe’s to speak to one of our crew members live. It’s 
the fastest way to get a response, plus, they just might tell you a good 
joke.

Of course it was a crew member who told me to check with the 
website in the first place. The note ended with “Mahalo,” a Hawaiian 
thank-you from the island-themed subsidiary of the German grocery 
giant that owns Trader Joe’s.

A few days later Kerry in customer relations sent me a more 
personal response.

“I do apologize for the disappointing experience you had,” she/
he wrote, “and I am so glad that you took advantage of our Product 
Guarantee Refund.” Kerry explained that Kazakh nuts were in the 
store because the walnut demand was greater than the American-
grown supply. “We buy all the Organic California Walnuts we can 
get. Once we’ve sold through all of those, then we move to ones 
from the rest of the world, including the Republic of Kazakhstan.” 
But regarding my specific question about quality control—who 
guarantees that nuts from Kazakhstan are organic—Kerry reverted 
to vague corporate-speak:

Please know, at Trader Joe’s, food safety is of the utmost importance. 
Apart from our own stringent QA requirements on all products—
organic and conventional—(we will not offer an item that we, 
ourselves, at Trader Joe’s would not buy and enjoy!), our international 
suppliers are held to the same high Organic Certifications and FDA 
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safety standards as U.S. suppliers. We also contract with U.S.-based, 
third-party certification companies to make absolutely sure that 
our international and domestic supplier’s food safety procedures 
are top-notch. We work with reputable vendors who abide by all 
governmental guidelines, and we are always in contact with the 
specific suppliers who understand these guidelines (our buyers even 
make on-site visits throughout the world).

I hope this helps! 
Kind regards, 
Kerry

There was no bricks-and-mortar address for Kerry, no 
telephone number, and no e-mail address other than the nebulous 
webRelations@traderjoes.com. 

I went one more round with Kerry. I told her/him that as 
a journalist I was studying the source of organic foods and that I 
wanted to join one of the buyers on a site visit to some of the Trader 
Joe’s product providers. I asked her/him to arrange a trip for me. 

I wasn’t surprised that I never heard from Kerry (perhaps she/he 
was a computer-generated avatar?) again.

O

O Mary, conceived without sin, pray for us pleads the 
legend over the doorway to the Immaculate Conception Church 
on Shamrock Avenue. Across the street are the fading gas pumps 
of an old, out-of-commission Flying A service station, the price 
on one pump showing its age: thirty-three cents a gallon. A block 
down Shamrock is a private Victorian house, sitting behind a white 
picket fence. I’m in Monrovia, California, in the neighborhood of the 
corporate headquarters for Trader Joe’s, which sits at 800 Shamrock 
Avenue, across the street from Immaculate Conception.
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The morning fog is lifting from the Southern California skies but 
not from the opaque company philosophy of Trader Joe’s, evidenced 
by the anonymity of its offices. Nothing identifies the bland one-story 
building—with the American flag floating in a slight breeze over the 
parking lot—other than the address, nothing except the harsh no 
trespassing signs at the entrance to the parking lot: “Violators will 
be prosecuted to the full extent of the law.” And probing journalists 
are also unwelcome. “Thank you for reaching out to Trader Joe’s,” 
wrote Alison Mochizuki from the office of the Trader Joe’s CEO, Dan 
Bane, when I suggested a meeting. “Unfortunately, we have to pass on 
the opportunity as we don’t participate in research or book projects. 
Thank you again and I wish you all the best.” Bane is famous in the 
business world for being unavailable for questions and comments 
about his business.

For a Fortune magazine story about Trader Joe’s, reporter 
Beth Kowitt speculated that the company’s “obsessively secretive 
management [style] may be because Trader Joe’s business tactics 
are often very much at odds with its image as the funky shop 
around the corner that sources its wares from local farms and 
food artisans.” Kowitt acknowledges that while some items may be 
local, other Trader Joe’s private-label products are made by food 
conglomerates such as PepsiCo (TJ’s pita chips, for example). The 
magazine quoted from a copy of the Trader Joe’s agreement that 
it reported the store’s vendors must sign to do business with the 
grocer. “Vendor shall not publicize its business relationship with 
TJ’s in any manner,”2 it reads.

In a book about his experiences working at a Trader Joe’s in 
Kansas City, Mark Gardiner quotes CEO Bane from the company’s 
Member Handbook: “The mission of Trader Joe’s is to give our 
customers the best food and beverage values that they can find 
anywhere and to provide them with the information required for 
making informed buying decisions.” 

Organic_Final.indd   6 4/17/14   10:54 AM



Traitor Joe

7

Exactly who in Kazakhstan claims to be growing organic 
walnuts—and why on earth I should believe the claim—apparently 
isn’t considered information I need to make an informed buying 
decision. Another quote Gardiner attributes to Bane from the 
handbook tells employees, “We view ourselves as the purchasing 
agent of food and beverages for intelligent, educated, inquisitive 
individuals.”3 Unless, of course, those “inquisitive individuals” 
wonder where those walnuts were grown, under what conditions, 
and by whom. 

Just a few blocks west of the main Trader Joe’s offices, on 
Huntington Boulevard in a typically banal Southern California 
strip mall (false-fronted stores and endless parking), I wander into 
a welcoming Trader Joe’s market (Bed Bath & Beyond is a neighbor, 
as is Marshalls). The bouncing music machine is blasting “Winter 
Wonderland” to prepare me for Christmas. I grab my usual Trader 
Joe’s supplies: a tub of hummus and a bag of those Pepsi-made 
“reduced guilt” pita chips to go with it, the Trader Joe’s brand Spicy 
Lentil Wrap with its Spicy Tahini Sauce, the habit-forming organic 
popcorn with olive oil, and a plastic bottle filled with the pricier, 
organic carrot juice. My e-mail encounter with Kerry makes me 
wonder if Joe just pours the same juice into bottles with different 
labels. Before I leave the store I check out the organic walnuts as 
I usually do whenever I stop in at a TJs. I’m looking for another 
package of those Kazakh nuts. But the ones for sale here in Monrovia 
are labeled California, so I leave them on the shelf.

O

Back in Oregon, University of Oregon graduate teaching fellow 
Charles Deitz, who is helping me with some research for this book, 
hangs out in the parking lot of the Coburg Road Trader Joe’s. His 
job is to stop a random bunch of shoppers and pepper them with 
questions about what’s in their grocery bags and why.
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“Do you buy food labeled organic?” he asks Dee.
“Yeah,” she tells him, saying she hopes that “they have fewer 

pesticides in them or on them.” But she’s skeptical about label claims. 
“Some stuff that says organic on it, I know it isn’t all certified organic. 
There’s not a lot of truth to labels.”

When he asks her if she favors American products as she looks 
for organic groceries, she expresses ambivalence. “I think I would 
trust US organics more than another country, although I buy organic 
things from Mexico.” She considers the questions for another 
moment and adds, “Who knows? Maybe other countries have better 
organic standards than we do.” She acknowledges the power of global 
merchandising regarding details about the ingredients of what she 
eats. “I don’t know how you would ever, as a consumer, know.” 

Deitz hails Kelly, who tells him she buys what she likes and 
ignores labels. If food is marked organic, she figures that is supposed 
to mean that it’s “raised naturally, without chemicals and bug sprays 
and fertilizers.” 

Marsha is busy knocking her fist on watermelons, seeking a ripe 
one, when Deitz approaches her.

She says that she does buy organic, when she has the choice 
to. But she’s not label literate, as is made clear when she admits, “I 
thought there was some kind of parent organization that gives them 
a seal of approval of some sort, but I don’t think it’s a federal thing 
that decides—although I don’t know.”

Steve loads purchases marked organic into his old pickup truck 
because of his girlfriend’s influence. “She specifies it,” he says. “I 
prefer to buy organic when I can. Anything that grows above the 
ground we try to get organic. But we’re not eating entirely organic. 
Root vegetables are not as important to us.” But proximity is. “I 
like to get food from close to home whenever possible, to support 
local businesses.” Not that he would necessarily avoid nuts from 
Kazakhstan or beans from Bolivia. “We put a certain amount of trust 
in Trader Joe’s to buy quality produce, to make sure that it’s organic. 
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It’s based on trust. You shop with people you trust and you hope 
that you don’t have to watch every product every time you come 
in the store. The word ‘organic’ should be enough. But it’s also very 
reassuring if it says ‘certified by Oregon Tilth.’” 

“Not if they’re terrifically more expensive than the conventional,” 
Maureen says about how she decides if organics fill her cart. “I suspect 
it’s better for me. I know you can’t wash the pesticides off berries 
and cherries, and some other things you eat raw.” Organic means no 
pesticides, according to Maureen, “and probably something about 
the quality of the soil.” And who decides? “I think there is some kind 
of board or commission that makes the decision.” 

Another fellow is loading his pickup when Deitz approaches 
him. “Do you buy food labeled organic?” Deitz asks.

“Yes I do,” the older man answers.
“Why do you trust the labels?”
The answer is simple: “I don’t.”
“And if a product is labeled organic and it’s from Kazakhstan or 

Bolivia, is that a claim that makes you suspicious?”
“Yes it is.”
“What’s your name?” Deitz asks. We’re trying to keep the man-

on-the-street interviews organized with at least first names.
“None of your business,” says the curmudgeon as he dismisses 

Charles Deitz with the same brusqueness Trader Joe’s uses for 
pointed consumer inquiries. 

Defining Organic
Trader Joe’s, Wal-Mart, and other mainstream chain grocers, along 
with the ubiquitous Whole Foods, are cashing in on consumer 
vogues and fears by purveying foods labeled organic—and selling 
them at premium prices. 

In order to put this quest into perspective, I make a list of 
some basic questions that I need answered: How do standards for 
growing, processing, and labeling foods as organic differ in the face 
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of contradictory laws, varying certification programs, and consumer 
expectations? Who polices the food industry’s use of the term 
“organic?” Why is it that a United States Department of Agriculture 
sticker proclaiming food organic does not, in fact, mean that it is 100 
percent organic? 

I muse about the actual provenance of “organic” walnuts from 
Kazakhstan or “organic” black beans from Bolivia, based on my 
experiences as a journalist working in the former Soviet bloc and 
in South America. I read comments from anonymous fellow Trader 
Joe’s customers about the store’s organic claims, customers who post 
their opinions on various food-oriented websites. From the bubbly 
“TJ’s is the place to see and be seen like Chili’s and Applebee’s,” to the 
skeptical “TJ’s should reveal more about the origins of its food,” these 
conversations show the folkloric niche the store has created for itself 
in American culture.

O

Buy ugly, it’s organic, read the sign at the Bethesda Co-op 
produce department in Cabin John, Maryland. We lived just down 
the street from the co-op back in the 1980s, when I was an NBC 
News correspondent based in Washington. We bought the ugly. 
Then, as now, we usually paid more for the ugly (although organic 
gets prettier as farming techniques become more sophisticated). The 
organic sign meant to us that the apples and pears, the zucchini and 
tomatoes, were grown without chemical herbicides, pesticides, and 
fertilizers on farms free of such additives for enough years that the 
soil was unadulterated as well. We trusted the co-op and never asked 
where our food originated. I’m not sure why we trusted their signs. 
Maybe it was the times. The place looked wholesome and we wanted 
to believe. I still do: I think that produce they sold us in the 1980s 
likely was from family farms in Maryland and Virginia, and that the 
wrinkled vegetables and bruised fruit were untainted by poisons. 
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The blemishes added credibility, as did the earnest look on the jeans-
clad clerks’ faces and the political statements on their T-shirts. One 
of our sons worked there stocking shelves. We were members.

But my organic walnuts and organic beans clearly deviate 
from those from the early days at the Bethesda Co-op. In the years 
since we first shopped at the co-op, the word “organic” has become 
unavoidable, almost cliché. As an indicator of what’s in the food 
we eat, its meaning is a moving target. Take, for example, the US 
Department of Agriculture’s definition. If you eat something sporting 
the USDA Organic button, it merely means that at least 95 percent of 
all the ingredients in it meet the government’s standard for organic. 

It’s the same 95 percent rule with European Union government 
regulations. Official organic on both sides of the Atlantic means 
ingredients free of chemical herbicides and pesticides, ingredients free 
of genetically modified Frankenfoodstuffs, ingredients not irradiated, 
ingredients not laden with chemical preservatives. Except for that 
remaining 5 percent. And what mysteries hide in that 5 percent? 

Other labels are confusing, and more likely designed to be mis-
leading. What’s not local in the jet age? How free is the range? “Natu-
ral” means whatever you and I want it to mean, although the USDA 
does regulate legal use of the term when it’s applied to meat and 
eggs.* What doesn’t come from nature, including—as the DuPont 
chemical company used to boast—better living through chemistry?

*  Meat and eggs labeled “natural” must be “minimally processed” according to the USDA (a 
vague constraint) and “contain no artificial ingredients.”
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