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Trish Watiington, owner of The Red Door restanrant in Mission Hills, in ber garden in Mount Helix,

Farm to restaurant membership

The Red Door in Mission Hills selling subscriptions
to further local-sourcing, sustainable principles

BY MICHELE PARENTE

e culinary buzs wards “ko-
cully soureed” and *sustain-
able” are taking on & new
mieaning at The Fed Door in Mission
Hills, which 1= joining a small, but
growing, national movement by
fnrm-centric restourants to sell an-
nual memiberships to customers.
Owner Trish Watlington  seid
shes aiming to rakse 350,000,
through one-year subscriptions for
2500 and ihree-year subseriptlons
for 51,000, to create *en insiders din-
Ing club” that's loosely based on
CERs, or Community Supported
Restaurants, around the CcoUnLy.
The Red Door's program is bolieved
Lo bethe frst afits Kind in Callfornka.

Small, Independent restaurants
from Portiand, Maine, to Portland,
Ore, and palnts between have
adopted the business model us 5
way to Klekstart theireateries, make
eapitalimprovements or secure are-
liabie Mow of cash in an Indusiry
where profit margins are notori-
ausly challenging. In the post half
decade or s0, CERs emerged as an
outgrawth of the popualar Commn-
nity Bupported Agriculture (CSA)
trend, where comsumers regulnry
buy freah produce direcily fmom
ETOACTE.

For their rmoney, Red Door cus-
tomers will get everything from $25
BiM certificates Lo jam- and cheese-
making clesses, cockimil tastings,
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Miguel ¥Valdez, executive chef of The Red Door, elevates fresh
garden produce. Carrots are grilled until sweet and
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In the summer months, The Red Door’s garden supplies about 70 percent of the restaurant®s fresh produce.
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farmers markel shopping
trips with executive chef
Miguel Valdez, an annual
members-only dinner, wine
discounts and a tour of the
1/2-acre organic farm owned
andtended by Watlington.

Unlike many CERs, which
used the financing to stay
afloat, Watlington said the
membership proceeds will
mainly go toward supporting
theinitiativeitself.

“We decided Lo diversily
and ex pand by bullding abig-
ger restaumnt community
and giving people an expe-
riencerather then getting in-
vestors, We're just doing it in
away that's outside the box"
Watlington said.

“People said we were go-
ingto beasked, ‘Is the restau-
rantin trouble? The restau-
rant isfine, This allows usto
grow and ... hopefully bring
along those who are food-
centrie culinary types who
dont necessarily care if
(what they eat) isfrom a sus-
tainable farm community.
Maybe thiswill help them get
there.”

Watlington’s farm, on a
former mustard Meld adja-
cent to her Mount Helix
home, provides her T-year-
ald  Washington  Street
restaurant with 30 to 50 per-
cent of the fruits and
vegetables served each year:
in the summer months it's
aboul 70 pereent bul drops to
around 20 percent inthe win-
ter. On the current menu,
Valdezprepares dishes made
with the garden's ball
sguash, arugula, Chioggia
beets, blackberries, straw-
berries, tomatoes, sguash
blossoms, carrots, chard, to-
matoes, sorrel, thyme and
more, Soon, four young hens
will start laying eges that will
be kitchen-bound.

The rest of her produce,
along with her seafood, ge-
lato, cheese and other ingre-
dients, eomes from small,
like-minded, “ethically
sourced” local purveyors.
The membership program
will bring these farmers and
growers into direct contact
with The Red Door's custom-
ers through classes and din-
NeTS,

This “will support the lo-
cal food system .. and keep
fooddollars circulating inthe
San Diego community that
grew the food in the first
place,” Watlingonsaid.

Riley Davenport, pub-
lisherand executive editorof
Edible San Diego, the unoffi-
cial bibleof t he region’s farm-
to-table community, called
Wa tlington’s planbold, albiet
incharacter with the restau-
rant’s DA
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Food waste is kept to & minimum at The Red Door.
Overripe strawberries star in a sweet cobbler.

“The Red Door has been
innovative from the begin-
ning, and {Watlington) really
iz a standard bearer,” Daven-
port said.

“Trish started her own
farm and garden because she
wantedtocontrol the quality
of what she got ... and that's
pretty wnigue in this area.
There are a lot of chels who
haveherb gardens and small
gardens, but she has really
embraced Lhe responsibility
of ensuring the quality ofher
food.™

That’s the primary rea-
son, Watlington said, she's
moving away from beef. Her
restaurant next door, The
Wellington, is being trans-
formed into Barby Red Door,
which will feature eraft cock-
tails made from herbs and
gyrups and produce from the
farm.

‘Business of pennies’

Though it may seem
counter-intuitive, serving lo-
cally grown food — often
from small, family-run
operations — can he consid-
erably more ocostly than
sourcing it from national
food companies, The ex-
pense is usually then passed
ontothecustomer,

“Restaumnts struggle to
makea profit, it's a low-profit
business, especially when
you're spending more money
on your food,” Davenport
said,

Even if The Red Door's
CSR isrt a financial des-
perationploy, it still offersan
injection of stabilized Mund-
ing, shesaid.

Watlington said having
her own farm doesr'l neces-
sarily save hermoney.

“It's more costly to do
what we're trying todo,” she
=said. “It's not any less —
growing organically, ma ki ng
everything from scerateh, wa-
ter is expensive, labor it ex-
pensive, IL's costly bo grow on
asmall scale, butit'sworth it
On S0 marny levels.”

Todd Duplechan, ¢o-
owner of Lenoir, a farm-fo-

cused restaurant in Austin,
Texas, agreed. Ashe and his
wife were set to launch
Lenelr five years ago, they
funded it with whatwas sup-
posed to be a one-time CER
Prograrm,

“T'his is a business of pen-
nies, and the idea of being
able to raise a bunch of mon-
ay, we thought, "whywouldn’t
we? It's a good business
maove. Money isexpensive to
gel,” Duplechansaid,

“We ralzsed just enough
money to open. It helped us
finish out, open with eapital
and hopefully get us a little
hit of a clientele. It jump-
started a loyalty program,
because before we opened,
we were sure that nobody
was coming.”

But people did come, and
after the inaugural 20 mem-
berships expired, customers
asked to re-up them. The
CSR program was expanded
to 32 people — one member
foreachof Lenolrs 32 seats —
and has grown, and sold out,
each year, financing varous
restaurant projects.

Today, it's a three-tiered
plan (1,000, $2,500 and
$5,0000, and in exchange,
customers get$120in food for
every $100 Lthey spend, and
preferential treatment.

“We're a very tiny place.
They get first dibs on reser-
vations, or we'll hold back ta-
bles if they forgol they had a
reservation,” Duplechan
said.

Members also get invited
tospecial dinners and a CER
cocktail party, but for the
maost part, the extm 20 per-
centis all the perk theyneed,
he said,

“For most people, that's
enough. They just like the
restaurant,”

The success of Lenoir's
CSR program prompled two
of Duplechan's restaurantin-
dustry buddies to approach
him for his advice — and
hlessing.

“They said, ‘hey, we're
thinking about doing a CSR,
but that's y'all's thing.'T told

them, “That's not my thing.
Some smart farmer came up
with it a while ago; I justcon-
wverted it to the restaurant
business "

Grass roots

Memberships to The Red
Door's CSR program are on
saleuntil Aug. 30

SusanMeMillion, who fre-
quentsthe restaurant about
onee g month, already got
hers for$500.

MeMillion, ownerof Boot-
strap KEombucha, a San Di-
ego company that brewsthe
fermented beverage in small
batehes, said she wanted to
#et behind what would be a
formalizationof Watlington's
efforts to coalesce San
Diego’s loeal food comemuni-

.

“Ithinkit’'s agreat idea to
actually show support and
not just in words or money,
but promoting sustainable
arganic food production and
all the people around that,™
MeMillion said.

“I'vebeen involved in this
world for a long time as a
chel, and the more L raction it
cangain, the better. What Tr-
ishis doing is awesome, She
puts her money where her
mouth is.”

The BankersHill resident,
said she's looking forward to
participating in the monthly
events on the CBER-member
calender.

“I'd be happy to go toa
couple of tastings, but she's
offering quite a bit for $500.
AndI'm exeited to tell other
people tojoin up, too"

McMillion and Daven-
port cited Watlington's long-
time involvement with the
Olivewood Gardens and
Leaming Center,in National
City, which offers emiron-
mental, gardening and heal-
thy-eating cooking classes to
students and their families,

“She's part of a larger
movement that hasn't been
corporatized, that's very
grass roots and is growing
with efforts like this " MeMil-
lionsald,

Whether or not The Red
Door's CBR will galvanize
San Diegans to get more in-
volved in farm-related ac-
tivities, supporters think it
canhelp the eatery thrive.

“I hope she does pull it
off,) Dawnport s of
Watlington. “It's wery cre-
ative, and actually having a
bit of a commitment to a
restaurant and making sure
it stays alive, that's a good
thing.

“It makesyou think about
it maybe. How often do you
seea restaurant curd upand
dieand you say, ‘ohno, Iloved
thatplace™
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