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next day looking for more.”
The popularity of the spicy and salty

chili-roasted pepitas validated for Jong
what friends and family had told him
for the past decade: He should sell
them commercially.

Today, he’s laying the ground-
work to do just that. In January,
he toured the annual Fancy Food

Show in San Francisco. “I realized how
much there is to do to do it correctly.”

His daughter Lauren, a junior at
McClatchy High School and an aspiring
designer, fashioned white-paper coffee
cups into a snazzy packaging prototype
with a raffia top.

Jong has come up with a name for
his nascent specialty-food company –
Striped Carrots.

Striped Carrots?
“We didn’t want it to sound too

serious. We wanted to take something
common and twist it into something

unique,” says Jong, by day a worker’s
compensation attorney.

He has been whipping up batches of
the pepitas for at least 10 years. His
preoccupation with the snack began
with a recipe he found somewhere,
though the version today bears little
resemblance to the original. He contin-
ues to tinker, recently coming up with
another kind of salt that adheres better
to the seeds.

During the year-end holiday season,
he adds bright and fruity dried cranber-
ries to the batches, and recently he
devised a version that uses dark choco-
late to bind pepitas into small,
crunchy-sweet clusters.

“I just started to do more with them
and never stopped,” Jong says. “I’ll do
50 to 75 pounds of seeds each holiday
season.”

But the pepitas still are largely a
hobby. He recognizes that he faces
several challenges and questions be-
fore he gets them to market. He has to
line up a commercial kitchen and find a

way to roast the seeds other than one
wok at a time.

“I’d have carpal-tunnel syndrome for
sure,” he says.

He frets that if demand for the pepi-
tas escalates once they are marketed,
he’ll have trouble finding a co-packer
who will protect the flavor and integ-
rity of the product. He has yet to deter-
mine their shelf life or pricing.

But, buoyed by reaction to the pepi-
tas at the food festival, he’s confident
he has a winner. Other seasoned pepi-
tas already are being marketed, but to
his palate none has the same balance of
toastiness, spiciness and saltiness.

The festival also introduced him to
Matt Chong of Infusion Cafe in mid-
town Sacramento, who has expressed

interest in using his young-adult hot
spot as a test market for the pepitas.

“I feel this is a sound approach for
someone thinking of breaking into the
fancy-food market on a small scale,
and with limited risk,” Jong says.

Once the pepitas establish a follow-
ing, Jong plans to get toworkmarketing
a product he believes hasmore of a
chance to make Striped Carrots a house-
hold brand – a rub based on two kinds
of chili peppers, oregano, garlic and a
few other ingredients.

“I developed it before the pepitas
and it’s great on tri-tip, ribs, chicken
and fish, or you can just shake it on
popcorn,” Jong says.

– Mike Dunne
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They don’t say it, but virtually from
the outset they have been flexible,
carefully and smartly adapting to
changes in consumer tastes, never
allowing themselves to get stuck senti-
mentally on one kind of product.

While honey was their first item and
continues to provide the foundation for
the company’s success, they’ve been
diligently inventive in extending their
product line.

The two began to distribute honey
in Davis in 1979. Their niche
was “varietal” honey, and their

first product, yellow star thistle honey,
still tops their collection. “It’s an obnox-
ious weed, but it produces a delicious
product,” Zeldner says.

It’s been joined not only by numer-
ous other honeys – Northwestern
fireweed, black button sage, orange
blossom, sweet clover and tupelo,
among others – but by a whole bunch
of other Moon Shine products: honey
straws, honey bears, comb honey, fruit
spreads, nut butters and nut spreads.
All are certified kosher.

“We’re still under $1 million,” Zeld-
ner says of the company’s annual reve-
nues.

“But in a couple of years we finally
will get there,” Harris adds.

He’s tall, she’s short; both are expres-
sive. They’ve been married 22 years,
and they put in hands-on time at the
business almost daily. They only occa-
sionally take a vacation. They have two
employees. Neither of their two chil-
dren is yet involved in the business.

In 1980, they moved the firm to
Winters, which exposed them to the
area’s apricot orchards and led to a
product that dramatically raised Moon
Shine’s revenues and profile when the
National Association for the Specialty
Food Trade Inc. in 1992 honored their
honey-apricot spread.

They are still making it and still
using local apricots, though the fruit is
getting more difficult to find as or-
chards dwindle. “We aren’t using any
of those cheap Turkish apricots,” Zeld-

ner vows.
In 1998, Zeldner andHarrismoved

Moon Shine to a 4,000-square-footware-
house inWoodland,where the honeys
are packed and prepared for shipment.

Over the past 26 years, they’ve wit-
nessed several changes in the special-
ty-food business. Producers they came
to know have died, retired, sold out or
simply shut down. They’ve seen a dip
in the number of major honey packers,
down from about 10 a decade ago to
two today.

“We’re still here,” Harris says,
happy but not smug.

“But this might finally be our year,”
Zeldner jokes.

People still are being drawn into the
specialty-food trade, however, and a
higher proportion of them seem to have

stronger financing than was the custom
nearly three decades ago, they say.

What advice do they have for new-
comers?

“Be prepared to do everything,” Har-
ris says. “Some come into the business
very well-financed, but when you
come in with nothing, you’ve got to be
prepared to figure it out, to learn it, and
to do it all.

“Everyone thinks people in the spe-
cialty-food business are making a lot of
money, but it’s a huge amount of
work,” adds Harris, who hand-colored
the couple’s first labels. “Advertising
takes money, and we can’t afford it.
Even today we rely on word of mouth.”

If they were starting over, they’d get
in touch right off the bat with the Na-
tional Association for the Specialty
Food Trade Inc., Zeldner says. “For the
first couple of years, I didn’t know it
existed.”

And if they were starting over today,
what kind of product would they intro-
duce?

“Something snacky. You just can’t
fight it, there’s such a big market for
snacks today,” Zeldner says.

“If you want to make money, you’ve
got to come up with a real good snack
food,” Harris agrees.

Watch for it: A line of seasoned nuts
by Moon Shine.

– Mike Dunne
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Couscous with raisins
and caramelized onions

Pepitas: Can he make
them on a larger scale?

biggest rookie who knows a lot.”
On the surface, Terra di Toscana is a hit. The line is

in some 80 stores, including several markets known
for their selectivity, such as Dean & DeLuca; Pali-
sades and Sunshine in the Napa Valley; Draeger’s in
Menlo Park; and Corti Bros., David Berkley and
Nugget in Sacramento.

He’s proud of his five pasta sauces and two
antipasti and is confident that in their quality
of ingredients and richness of flavor they

exceed the competition. For the line, he imports
extra-virgin olive oil and porcini mushrooms from
Italy and uses other first-rate provisions such as
vine-ripened tomatoes, fresh herbs and sea salt.

“I’m trying to keep them as close to homemade as I

can. They are what I’m used to, what I grew up with,
and what I like today,” Del Guerra says. “I want to
eat them, and I want to be proud of them.”

His products are made by Sonoma Gourmet in
Cotati, which he visits during each run, every other
month or so, after which he hauls cases of the goods
to a warehouse in Marysville.

Del Guerra recognizes that his rigid adherence to
prime ingredients makes his products more expen-
sive than his competitors, and he suspects that his
prices inhibit some buyers. A pasta sauce under the
Ragu brand costs around $2.99 for a 25-ounce jar,
while a 12-ounce jar of one of his sauces runs about
$5.99.

“If I get people to try it, they recognize the differ-
ence, but I can do only so many demos,” Del Guerra
says. “My philosophy is that taste and quality will get
you on the shelf, and that the label will get you to

jump off the shelf.”
Consequently, his packaging is attractive, detailed

and costly, right down to attaching a ribbon and lid
label by hand, which he continues to do.

His most popular product is his “Sugo di Pomo-
doro con Porcini,” or tomato pasta sauce with mush-
rooms, followed by the “Pommarola Toscana,” or
Tuscan tomato sauce. The product that most excites
him, however, is the “Sugo di Verdura Fresca,” a
chunky vegetable pasta sauce that includes bell
peppers, eggplant, zucchini and onions.

He’s developing a green pasta sauce, to be made
with asparagus, artichokes and peas.

“I know I have the quality. I know I have the fla-
vor. But I’m not sure if that matters to everyone else
anymore,” Del Guerra says of his lineup generally.
“Maybe I’m before my time.”

– Mike Dunne
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Sauces: Prime ingredients reflected in price of products

Honey: Couple have relied on word of mouth

By Mike Dunne
BEE FOOD EDITOR

Thinking of jumping into the specialty-
food trade with that chocolate-chip
cookie, salad dressing or jam that keeps

drawing the raves of family and friends? First,
listen to what these industry insiders and
entrepreneurs said when asked what advice
they would give first-time entrepreneurs:

Put it all in perspective. Ask yourself what
you really want to do with the business. And
realize that everything has a price. Each of
my labels costs 12 cents.

– Alex Del Guerra, Terra di Toscana,
Sacramento

Don’t promise things you can’t deliver,
including your product. Don’t sell to people if
you haven’t checked their credit or payment
history. Don’t expand too quickly. And don’t
give up your day job.

– Ron Tanner, vice president,
National Association for the Specialty

Food Trade Inc., New York City

The Chinese Community Church Food
Festival provided a great opportunity to
introduce to the public my version of chili-
roasted pepitas. The chance for immediate
feedback from a critical public was invalu-
able, and the cost was minimal. I would
encourage someone who wants to test the
marketability of their product to try this
approach.

– Alan Jong, Striped Carrots, Sacramento

Do your research. Find out how your
product is affected as you move from small
batches to commercial production. You want
it to taste the same when you market it
commercially. We had a lot of tastings to get
feedback. We gave everybody jars. That’s
where the hard work really is.

– Randi Kazimierek,
Granite Bay Farms Specialty Foods,

a line of condiments

Lay out a business plan, specifically a
marketing plan. Marketing is the biggest
mistake people make. They don’t effectively
market their product. They need to learn
promotion, how to package and where to
distribute their product. And be willing to risk
a lot of capital.
– Shermain Hardesty, University of California

Extension economist
and instructor for “Getting Started

in the Specialty Food Business,” Davis

Attend trade and consumer shows, and
observe and talk to people. Find a mentor,
like a local specialty-food manufacturer. Try
to find a food consultant. And take the class
“Getting Started in the Specialty Food Busi-
ness” by the University of California Extension
service, or at least get the text used in the
class, “From Kitchen to Market” (by Stephen
F. Hall, Dearborn Trade, $19 paperback,
256 pages).

– Terry Brown, owner,
Wing-Time Inc. in Davis,

a line of buffalo-wing sauces

Stick with it. You will go through years of
tough times. The most important thing is to
not borrow money to do it; use your own.
That way you can survive.

– Jiri Knedlik, owner,
Sacramento Cookie Factory

Help getting started

At “Getting Started in the Specialty Food
Business,” a weekend class sponsored

by the University of California, Davis, Exten-
sion, instructors and entrepreneurs will
address such topics as food safety, pricing,
promotion and distribution. The next session
is May 14-15 in the Da Vinci Building, 1632
Da Vinci Court, Davis. The fee, which includes
two lunches and a textbook, is $510. To
register: (800) 752-0881 or
www.extension.ucdavis.edu and click on
“program areas” and “food science.”

Associated Press / Larry Crowe

Couscous with raisins and carmelized onions is one of the recipes in “The African Kitchen.”

Prep time: 30minutes • Cook time: 15
minutes • Serves 6 to 8

Ingredients
6 tablespoons butter (3/4 stick)
1 yellow onion, chopped
2/3 cup raisins
21/2 tablespoons brown sugar
1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger
2 teaspoons ground cinnamon
4 cups vegetable stock

Pinch saffron threads
23/4 cups couscous
4 hard boiled eggs, peeled and

chopped
33/4 cups almonds, lightly toasted

and coarsely chopped
Several sprigs fresh mint,
chopped
Salt and ground black pepper

Instructions
In a medium saucepan over a

medium flame, melt 4 tablespoons
of butter. Add onion and sauté until
soft, about 5 minutes. Add raisins,
sugar, ginger and cinnamon. Reduce
heat to low and cook, stirring
occasionally, until onions caramelize,
about 10 minutes. Cover, set aside.

In a medium saucepan, combine
stock and saffron and bring to a boil.
Remove pan from the heat. Add the
couscous and remaining butter, then
cover and let stand 10 minutes.

Fluff the couscous with a fork and
stir in eggs, almonds and mint.
Season with salt and pepper.
Transfer to a serving bowl and top
with caramelized onion mixture.
Per serving based on 8: 694 cal.; 22 g
pro.; 56 g carb.; 42 g fat (9 sat., 25
monounsat., 8 polyunsat.); 129 mg chol.;
624 mg sod.; 9 g fiber; 20 g sugar; 56
percent calories from fat.

Prep time: 10minutes • Cook
time: 41minutes • Serves 8

These two recipes are
from Josie Stow and Jan
Baldwin’s “The African
Kitchen” (Interlink Books,
$20, 144 pages).

Ingredients
2 to 3 tablespoons sunflower oil
1 onion, chopped
1 green bell pepper, chopped
1 small white cabbage, cored

and roughly chopped
11/2 cups chopped canned

tomatoes, with juices
1 tablespoon curry powder

Salt and freshly ground
black pepper, to taste

Instructions
Heat the oil in a large sauté

pan over a medium-high flame.
Cook the onion and pepper until
the onion is translucent, about 6
minutes.

Add the cabbage, cover and
cook until it begins to wilt, about
5 minutes.

Reduce heat to low, add
remaining ingredients and cook
30 minutes, stirring occasionally
and adding water if needed to
prevent sticking. Serve hot.
Per serving: 76 cal.; 2 g pro.; 10 g
carb.; 3 g fat (0 sat., 3 monounsat., 0
polyunsat.); 0 mg chol.; 94 mg sod.;
3 g fiber; 4 g sugar; 42 percent
calories from fat.

Zulu cabbage

Experts serve up
advice about
specialty-food
business

Moon Shine
Trading Co.
started with
honey, but now
offers other
specialty foods
with different
labels.

Sacramento Bee/
Owen Brewer

Alan Jong has
decided on a
name – Striped
Carrots – and
packaging as he
explores
marketing his
pepitas.

Sacramento Bee /
Owen Brewer

By J.m. Hirsch
ASSOCIATED PRESS

Africa is a continent of amaz-
ing cultures, foods and geog-
raphy. Before becoming a

food writer, I taught at a university
in South Africa. At the time, I was a
sometimes vegetarian, the “some-
times” not applying whenever I was
offered something new or different.

Biltong was a favorite, a spiced,
peppery, dried meat that was great
alone as a snack or cut up into
stews. Then there were the rusks,
best described as African biscotti.
These sweet, hard biscuits are in-
tended for dunking in coffee and
tea.

When I returned to the United
States, I found it disappointingly
difficult to get the southern African
foods I’d come to enjoy, and it
would be several years before South
African wines were common
enough to get their nation dubbed
the “new Australia.”

It even was hard to find recipes.
Most cookbooks on African food
focus on northern Africa. While the
foods of Tunisia and Morocco are
wonderful, I wanted the bobotie (a
sort of meat and fruit custard) of a
few thousand miles south.

Almost a decade later, I still
hadn’t found a good source, until I
recently read Josie Stow and Jan
Baldwin’s “The African Kitchen”
(Interlink Books, $20, 144 pages), a

beautiful and thorough accounting
of African fare.

Though the entire continent is
covered in the book, Stow’s bias is
to southern Africa, where she
worked as a cook on safari reserves.

While this book is not vegetarian,
many of its recipes are (or are easily
made so). The difficulty really was
selecting recipes to test, as there
were so many that appealed.

I was intrigued by a chilled cur-
ried apple soup, grilled sweet pota-
toes with ginger and lime dressing, a
green lentil and banana salad, and a
savory sauté of nuts, dried fruits and
fresh cilantro.

Even the bobotie (a tasty but not
often attractive dish) looked appeal-
ing.

I ended up testing (and enjoying)
a couscous recipe that includes
caramelized onions with raisins.
Though couscous is more typical of
northern Africa, the topping of
caramelized onions with raisins
reminded me of a dish from a cafe
near where I lived.

The Zulu cabbage also was quite
nice – tasty and simple. Stow said
the recipe was given to her by a Zulu
chief from the Kwa-Zulu Natal re-
gion of South Africa.

My only complaint is the recipes’
size. Most of the recipes make 6 to 8
servings, a bit large for the typical
home cook. I chopped the couscous
recipe in half and had no trouble.

Southern African
dishes spring to life
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ISHAI ZELDNER and AMINA HARRIS
Moon Shine Trading Co.

After 26 years in the specialty-food trade,
Ishai Zeldner and Amina Harris have come
to terms with the unpredictability of the

business.
Which explains why they so easily accept and

even laugh at their latest challenges and setbacks,
whether it be an infestation of mites endangering
honeybees, the loss of a key account, a shortage of
jars or soaring nut prices.

And that was just last week.
Nonetheless, sales were up 20 percent each of the

past two years as their firm, Moon Shine Trading Co.
in Woodland, continues to emerge from the
country’s post-9/11 recession.

They’ve acquired two other companies, Island of
theMoon (honey) and Cowboy Caviar (pasta sauces).
They’re close to securing shelf space with twomajor
chains,Whole FoodsMarket and Cost Plus. And they
continue to diversify their already extensive lineup
under their original brand,Moon Shine.

What accounts for their longevity?
“Luck,” says Zeldner.
“We’re stubborn,” says Harris.

� HONEY, page F4

MAKING THE

BRAND
Wine’s value
can be found
in the taste,
not the tag

CEREAL TEST

Children try some of the

reduced-sugar cereals that

have hit the market in the

past year, and a nutrition

professor weighs in.
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ALAN JONG
Striped Carrots

Last fall, Alan Jong boldly brought a
taste of Latin America to the Chinese
Community Church Food Festival in

the South Land Park neighborhood of Sacra-
mento.

Jong set up his table near booths where
fried won ton, potstickers, chow mein and
Spam sushi were being sold, and spread out
his clear plastic containers of pepitas – shelled
pumpkin seeds he’d stir-fried with a chili-
infused oil in a wok at his Pocket home.

“They created quite a buzz,” Jong recalled
the other evening. “People came back the

� PEPITAS, page F4

“Many’s the long night I’ve
dreamed of cheese – toasted
mostly.”

– Robert Louis Stevenson

By Karen Herzog
MILWAUKEE JOURNAL SENTINEL

Childhood wouldn’t be nearly as
comforting without oozing,
melted cheese between

crunchy, toasted bread.
As adults, we’re drawn back to the

simple grilled cheese sandwich and
the memories it stirs of the winter
days it warmed alongside a bowl of
steaming cream of tomato soup.

Some of us hold tight to tradition
and still fry the sandwich with yellow
American cheese and white bread.

Others take an adventurous ap-
proach, piling assorted cheeses on
variously textured breads, along with
additions such as tapenade, artichoke
hearts or portobello mushrooms.

Whatever cheese variety you
choose, cheese and kitchen-science
gurus suggest you grate it before
nestling it between the slices of
bread. That’s a departure from the
past, when sliced cheese ruled.

Cheese expert Laura Werlin, au-
thor of “Great Grilled Cheese” (Stew-
art, Tabori & Chang, $16.95, 136
pages), recommends grating with the
large holes of a box grater, a rotary
grater or the blade of a food proces-
sor. A firm cheese should be coarsely
grated. If a recipe calls for two types
of cheese, one should be finely
grated, Werlin advises.
� GRILLED CHEESE, back page, F6

Adventurous
grilled cheese
sandwiches

Alan Jongmakes his pepitas – pumpkin seeds
he infuses with flavored oils – in a wok at his
Pocket home. He’s exploring selling them
commercially.

So people tell you that your ‘specialty’

is so good you should sell it?

Listen to these local folks who

have taken the plunge.

Sacramento Bee photography / Owen Brewer

Ishai Zeldner and his wife, Amina Harris, market specialty honey products from their
4,000-square-foot warehouse inWoodland. The couple started their business 26 years ago,
hand-coloring their first labels.

By Mike Dunne
BEE FOOD EDITOR

The lesson is tiresome but bears
repeating now and then: You
simply can’t judge wine by

price. That’s so even when all prices
are steep and vary little from one
label to the next.

This lesson was delivered again the
other day when officials of Merryvale
Vineyards in the Napa Valley brought
their annual comparative blind tast-
ing to Sacramento for the first time.

For nine years, they’ve visited 10
cities in quick succession, inviting
local wine stewards, wine merchants
and the like to sit down to a flight of
eight high-end cabernet sauvignons
and Bordeaux-style blends. Going in,
tasters don’t know the identity of the
wines, though it’s safe to assume one
will be from Merryvale.

This year, the wines were from the
2001 vintage, and each was priced at
around $100. The tasting was in the
banquet room of Zinfandel Grille
restaurant on Fair Oaks Boulevard.

My favorite was the fourth wine
from the left in the crescent of glasses
before each taster. It was vivid with
the smell of Bing cherries and rich
with the taste of sweet fruit. It also
had the longest finish of any wine in
the flight, and was the most Euro-
pean, with suggestions of sandal-
wood and madroña. It was the Merry-
vale 2001 Profile, at $85 the least
expensive wine in the tasting. Two-
thirds of it is cabernet sauvignon, but
it also contains merlot, cabernet franc
and petit verdot.

� WINE, page F5
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ALEX DEL GUERRA
Terra di Toscana

For 15 years, Alex Del Guerra worked
at David Berkley Fine Wines & Spe-
cialty Foods in the posh Pavilions

shopping complex.
Much of that time, he was the grocery

manager – discovering, sampling, buying
and stocking all those exotic foods lined up
invitingly on the store’s shelves.

Four years ago, he figured he’d accumu-
lated enough smarts to get into the specialty-
food business himself.

He had his mother’s cherished antipasto
and sauce recipes, handed down from gener-
ation to generation in Tuscany. He had the
encouragement of family and friends. He had
the inside savvy. And he had the energy.

“Last year, I came out $4,000 in the hole,”
says Del Guerra, standing in the middle of
the Tuscan-style home he, his wife, Nancy,
and their 3-month-old daughter, Arianna,
share in the McKinley Park neighborhood.
“It’s cleaned out my savings.”

Last fall, he left David Berkley to go into
construction, figuring that by buying older
homes and refurbishing and reselling them
he’d earn enough quick money to keep his
fledgling specialty-food brand – Terra di
Toscana – afloat for at least one more year,
his self-imposed deadline to make it success-
ful.

“I thought I knew all about marketing,”
Del Guerra says. “I thought I was a profes-
sional. But what I’ve learned is that I’m the

� SAUCES, page F4

O
n paper, the figures are
impressive: During 2003, the
most recent year for which
statistics are available, the
sale of specialty foods in the

United States hit nearly $23 billion,
reports the National Association for
the Specialty Food Trade Inc.

That’s a 20 percent increase from
2001.

And in 2003 alone, 839 new season-
ings and sauces were introduced, as
were 558 baked goods, 427 confec-
tions, 336 beverages, 244 spreads,
212 snacks and so on.

The Sacramento area is home to
dozens of specialty-food producers,
from diversified and longtime compa-
nies such as Moon Shine Trading Co.
of Woodland to such specialized
newcomers as Winterhill Farms of
Placerville, now releasing its first

olive oils.

Today, we take a look at local spe-
cialty-food producers who represent
three degrees of involvement in the
trade:

� Ishai Zeldner and Amina Harris,
who for 26 years have been releasing
a series of varietal honeys and fruit
spreads under the label of their Moon
Shine Trading Co. in Woodland.

� Alan Jong, a Sacramento attor-
ney hoping to break into the industry
with chili-roasted pepitas under the
brand Striped Carrots.

� Alex Del Guerra, in his fourth
year of attempting to establish his
Terra di Toscana as a household
name for pasta sauces and antipasti.

Their experiences could help oth-
ers decide whether they really want
to try for a piece of that $23 billion
specialty-food pie.

Alex Del Guerra poured his savings and his old family recipes into his Terra di Toscana line of
sauces and antipasti. His products are available in area specialty shops.
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Appetizers
Baccaras Restaurant in
Folsom is closing, but its
partners plan to open a

brasserie on Capitol Mall.
�Page F3

INSIDEWEDNESDAY
March 9, 2005

F
�

OUTPUT: 03/08/05    16:44  USER: RBLOMSTER  BEEBROAD MASTER 06-26-02

PAGE: F 1 SACBEE - TASTE - 1 - 03/09/05CYAN MAGENTA YELLOW BLACK

INSIDE TASTE

ISHAI ZELDNER and AMINA HARRIS
Moon Shine Trading Co.

After 26 years in the specialty-food trade,
Ishai Zeldner and Amina Harris have come
to terms with the unpredictability of the

business.
Which explains why they so easily accept and

even laugh at their latest challenges and setbacks,
whether it be an infestation of mites endangering
honeybees, the loss of a key account, a shortage of
jars or soaring nut prices.

And that was just last week.
Nonetheless, sales were up 20 percent each of the

past two years as their firm, Moon Shine Trading Co.
in Woodland, continues to emerge from the
country’s post-9/11 recession.

They’ve acquired two other companies, Island of
theMoon (honey) and Cowboy Caviar (pasta sauces).
They’re close to securing shelf space with twomajor
chains,Whole FoodsMarket and Cost Plus. And they
continue to diversify their already extensive lineup
under their original brand,Moon Shine.

What accounts for their longevity?
“Luck,” says Zeldner.
“We’re stubborn,” says Harris.

� HONEY, page F4

MAKING THE

BRAND
Wine’s value
can be found
in the taste,
not the tag

CEREAL TEST

Children try some of the

reduced-sugar cereals that

have hit the market in the

past year, and a nutrition

professor weighs in.

Page F3

Stories by Mike Dunne � Bee Food Editor

ALAN JONG
Striped Carrots

Last fall, Alan Jong boldly brought a
taste of Latin America to the Chinese
Community Church Food Festival in
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fried won ton, potstickers, chow mein and
Spam sushi were being sold, and spread out
his clear plastic containers of pepitas – shelled
pumpkin seeds he’d stir-fried with a chili-
infused oil in a wok at his Pocket home.

“They created quite a buzz,” Jong recalled
the other evening. “People came back the
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“Many’s the long night I’ve
dreamed of cheese – toasted
mostly.”

– Robert Louis Stevenson

By Karen Herzog
MILWAUKEE JOURNAL SENTINEL

Childhood wouldn’t be nearly as
comforting without oozing,
melted cheese between

crunchy, toasted bread.
As adults, we’re drawn back to the

simple grilled cheese sandwich and
the memories it stirs of the winter
days it warmed alongside a bowl of
steaming cream of tomato soup.

Some of us hold tight to tradition
and still fry the sandwich with yellow
American cheese and white bread.

Others take an adventurous ap-
proach, piling assorted cheeses on
variously textured breads, along with
additions such as tapenade, artichoke
hearts or portobello mushrooms.

Whatever cheese variety you
choose, cheese and kitchen-science
gurus suggest you grate it before
nestling it between the slices of
bread. That’s a departure from the
past, when sliced cheese ruled.

Cheese expert Laura Werlin, au-
thor of “Great Grilled Cheese” (Stew-
art, Tabori & Chang, $16.95, 136
pages), recommends grating with the
large holes of a box grater, a rotary
grater or the blade of a food proces-
sor. A firm cheese should be coarsely
grated. If a recipe calls for two types
of cheese, one should be finely
grated, Werlin advises.
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Adventurous
grilled cheese
sandwiches

Alan Jongmakes his pepitas – pumpkin seeds
he infuses with flavored oils – in a wok at his
Pocket home. He’s exploring selling them
commercially.

So people tell you that your ‘specialty’

is so good you should sell it?

Listen to these local folks who

have taken the plunge.

Sacramento Bee photography / Owen Brewer

Ishai Zeldner and his wife, Amina Harris, market specialty honey products from their
4,000-square-foot warehouse inWoodland. The couple started their business 26 years ago,
hand-coloring their first labels.

By Mike Dunne
BEE FOOD EDITOR

The lesson is tiresome but bears
repeating now and then: You
simply can’t judge wine by

price. That’s so even when all prices
are steep and vary little from one
label to the next.

This lesson was delivered again the
other day when officials of Merryvale
Vineyards in the Napa Valley brought
their annual comparative blind tast-
ing to Sacramento for the first time.

For nine years, they’ve visited 10
cities in quick succession, inviting
local wine stewards, wine merchants
and the like to sit down to a flight of
eight high-end cabernet sauvignons
and Bordeaux-style blends. Going in,
tasters don’t know the identity of the
wines, though it’s safe to assume one
will be from Merryvale.

This year, the wines were from the
2001 vintage, and each was priced at
around $100. The tasting was in the
banquet room of Zinfandel Grille
restaurant on Fair Oaks Boulevard.

My favorite was the fourth wine
from the left in the crescent of glasses
before each taster. It was vivid with
the smell of Bing cherries and rich
with the taste of sweet fruit. It also
had the longest finish of any wine in
the flight, and was the most Euro-
pean, with suggestions of sandal-
wood and madroña. It was the Merry-
vale 2001 Profile, at $85 the least
expensive wine in the tasting. Two-
thirds of it is cabernet sauvignon, but
it also contains merlot, cabernet franc
and petit verdot.
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ALEX DEL GUERRA
Terra di Toscana

For 15 years, Alex Del Guerra worked
at David Berkley Fine Wines & Spe-
cialty Foods in the posh Pavilions

shopping complex.
Much of that time, he was the grocery

manager – discovering, sampling, buying
and stocking all those exotic foods lined up
invitingly on the store’s shelves.

Four years ago, he figured he’d accumu-
lated enough smarts to get into the specialty-
food business himself.

He had his mother’s cherished antipasto
and sauce recipes, handed down from gener-
ation to generation in Tuscany. He had the
encouragement of family and friends. He had
the inside savvy. And he had the energy.

“Last year, I came out $4,000 in the hole,”
says Del Guerra, standing in the middle of
the Tuscan-style home he, his wife, Nancy,
and their 3-month-old daughter, Arianna,
share in the McKinley Park neighborhood.
“It’s cleaned out my savings.”

Last fall, he left David Berkley to go into
construction, figuring that by buying older
homes and refurbishing and reselling them
he’d earn enough quick money to keep his
fledgling specialty-food brand – Terra di
Toscana – afloat for at least one more year,
his self-imposed deadline to make it success-
ful.

“I thought I knew all about marketing,”
Del Guerra says. “I thought I was a profes-
sional. But what I’ve learned is that I’m the
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O
n paper, the figures are
impressive: During 2003, the
most recent year for which
statistics are available, the
sale of specialty foods in the

United States hit nearly $23 billion,
reports the National Association for
the Specialty Food Trade Inc.

That’s a 20 percent increase from
2001.

And in 2003 alone, 839 new season-
ings and sauces were introduced, as
were 558 baked goods, 427 confec-
tions, 336 beverages, 244 spreads,
212 snacks and so on.

The Sacramento area is home to
dozens of specialty-food producers,
from diversified and longtime compa-
nies such as Moon Shine Trading Co.
of Woodland to such specialized
newcomers as Winterhill Farms of
Placerville, now releasing its first

olive oils.

Today, we take a look at local spe-
cialty-food producers who represent
three degrees of involvement in the
trade:

� Ishai Zeldner and Amina Harris,
who for 26 years have been releasing
a series of varietal honeys and fruit
spreads under the label of their Moon
Shine Trading Co. in Woodland.

� Alan Jong, a Sacramento attor-
ney hoping to break into the industry
with chili-roasted pepitas under the
brand Striped Carrots.

� Alex Del Guerra, in his fourth
year of attempting to establish his
Terra di Toscana as a household
name for pasta sauces and antipasti.

Their experiences could help oth-
ers decide whether they really want
to try for a piece of that $23 billion
specialty-food pie.

Alex Del Guerra poured his savings and his old family recipes into his Terra di Toscana line of
sauces and antipasti. His products are available in area specialty shops.
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Appetizers
Baccaras Restaurant in
Folsom is closing, but its
partners plan to open a

brasserie on Capitol Mall.
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