
1 8       S K Y L I N E  |  S P R I N G  2 0 1 6 C U LT I VAT E       1 9

that the pedestrian right of way does 
not exist here, and we are frequently 
honked at before we reach our 
destination. 

Lunch is at Mirador de Morayma, 
a restaurant located at the top of a 
different hill between the fortress 
and downtown Granada. The doors 
of the restaurant open up to a terrace 
that looks as if it’s hanging over a 
cliff, which only adds to the gorgeous 
view of the Spanish countryside. 

The meal starts with a small, 
chilled cup of what looks to be 
expired milk, judging by the smell 
and the small yellow pieces floating 
in it. It also smells like garlic. 

After a tentative taste, I 
determine that it’s garlic something. 
Finally someone asks, and the waiter 
informs us that it is in fact sopa de 
ajo, chilled garlic soup. Suddenly, our 
tiny appetizer transitions into two 
rounds of several heaping family-
sized platters placed before us.  

One plate has cod fish, tomatoes, 
and olives. Another has Spanish 
tortillas—a dish that resembles an 
omelet rather than the well-known 
Mexican flatbread—with pieces of 
sausage and potato mixed in. 

On the other side of the table  
are plates with a variety of cured 
ham and Manchego cheese; farther 
down are croquettes filled with  

more Spanish ham 
and cheese, as well  
as others stuffed  
with a gooey, cheesy 
potato puree. 

Most of us are 
almost full by the 
time these plates are 
removed and we get 
new individual plates 
of blood sausage, 
rice, and asparagus 
drizzled with a light 
cheese sauce.  

This is a 
prepaid meal for 
our excursion, and 
because we have no 
menu placed in front 

of us, everyone is learning what we’re 
eating as we taste it. Two students 
in my program, sitting to the right 
of me, opt for the vegetarian plates 
and are presented with small, sad 
platters of salad and fruit. 

I take a mental note that the 
vegetarian lifestyle clearly isn’t 
popular here. Thankfully, slow and 
casual dining is customary in Spain, 
allowing us to absorb and deal with 
the food coma that has settled on us 
before we head out to explore the  
city on our own, free of tour guides  
and faculty. 

Shopping in Granada
Free time means walking  

around the Albaicin district and 
heading back to the markets that we 
passed earlier on our way to lunch. 
We walk down another alley that 
connects to those awfully narrow 
streets. And again, the streets 
resemble what I imagine a Moroccan 
market looks like. All the store 
entrances are bursting with colors—
it is a bright and welcome contrast 
to the gray weather.  

As we walk past the first couple 
of stores, vendors shout out prices 
and lists of goods as they approach 
us. Inside one crowded store are 
plates, Moroccan lamps, silk scarves, 
pashmina shawls, leather bags, and 

rows upon rows of gold and jewel 
colored tea glasses that look to be just 
a bit bigger than double shot glasses. 

We keep comparing prices to  
be sure that we aren’t going to be 
ripped off, but most of the stores  
we walk into have variations of the 
same items with the same price.  
I practice some haggling and 
attempt a Castilian accent laid over 
my Mexican Spanish accent, hoping 
my dark coat and jeans separate  
me from the North Face-clad 
entourage that is my study abroad 
student group. 

But I fail miserably. 
This vendor won’t budge, and  

my pride refuses to leave empty 
handed, so I concede to buying a silk 
scarf for 35 euros (approximately 
$39), an inexpensive but humbling 
reminder of my foreignness. 

My previous experiences in 
central and eastern Spain show that 
Granada stands alone in culture 
and what it has to offer. Barcelona 
has the beach bragging rights, 
and the capital of Madrid can’t be 
overlooked. Party people in the 
know are usually all about Cadíz or 
Ibiza, but most people forget the 
gem that is Granada. 

Without this excursion, I 
probably never would have ventured 
to southern Spain. Within its narrow 
streets, markets, and hilly landscape, 
Granada offered a Moorish 
microcosm of culture underneath  
the country’s Spanish roots. 

I’m lightly tapped on the 
shoulder and brought back to where 
I am right now, sitting in the Arabic 
baths. Now, it’s my turn for 20 
minutes of surreal massage bliss. l 

Sofia Villarreal graduated in May 
2016 with a Communication major.  
A native of Laredo, Texas, she studied 
abroad in Spain during the spring of 
2015. She is still swooning from the 
Spanish summer wine she drank and 
the flamenco dancing lessons she 
took. She plans to pursue a career in 
public relations.

Beautiful white and blue tiles adorn the Alhambra with 
crisp geometric elegance. (PHOTO by SOFIA VILLARREAL)

I’ve never been a big fan of 
tomatoes. I always thought that 
the tomato’s outer skin felt a little 
like plastic at times when I bit 

into it and I never really sensed a 
deep flavor. Coupled with a few other 
ingredients, I have always been able 
to tolerate tomatoes, but on their 
own they never excited me. 

But the past few months 
I’ve been going to farm-to-table 
restaurants in San Antonio and they 
have revolutionized my taste buds. 
I’ve been enjoying many meals with 
ingredients locally grown in Texas, 
but my big revelation came with a 
simple tomato bought at the Pearl 
Farmers Market. 

When I noticed the flavor 
difference, I began to ask a lot of 
questions. After befriending a few 
of the farmers there, I learned 
that farm-to-table restaurants and 
farmers markets go hand in hand, 

that local supporting local is the 
most sustainable way to help our 
environment and our bodies. 

My first time buying a tomato 
at a farmers market made me 
realize how tasty real tomatoes can 
actually be. Imagine biting into a 
juicy tomato. It feels softer than 
before and as it’s chewed, the taste 
intensifies. This time it’s not just 
watery mush, but has a real depth 
of flavor. There’s a mix of tangy 
and sweet tones, and on its own it’s 
incredibly delicious. The red skin has 
never looked brighter. I remember 
thinking, Wow! This is the best 
tomato I’ve tasted. And then I finally 
realized: All tomatoes should taste  
like this.

Taste tells a story and when it 
shines through, it proves that local, 
sustainable, and honest farming is 
the way to go. More than ever before, 
Americans are asking questions 

about their food and wondering 
where it comes from. 

According to research from the 
Culinary Institute of America in 
conjunction with the Harvard T.H. 
Chan School of Public Health, the 
farm-to-table movement began to 
gain traction in the early 2000s, 
when restaurants developed deeper 
connections with local farmers 
around different communities. 

Today, the local farm movement’s 
growing influence is clear. It spurred 
the birth of the American Farm 
to Table Restaurant Guide, which 
includes countless restaurants in 
35 states. In addition, local foods 
were among the National Restaurant 
Association’s top 10 trends for 
2015, specifically meats and seafood 
sourced at a local level. 

So what is farm-to-table? By 
simple definition, farm-to-table 
restaurants support and embody 
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the concept of buying locally 
and responsibly; its chefs even 
encourage their diners to practice 
their restaurant model at home, 
by attending a farmers market or 
buying locally. Food associated 
with the farm-to-table movement 
comes from specific farms direct 
to the consumer, often without 
going through a store, market, 
or distributor along the way. 
Chefs place an emphasis on 
the community effort and local 
economic benefits that occur from 
this approach.

San Antonio has several 
key chefs and farmers from the 
surrounding area who are working 
together to encourage the local 
food movement. They want to 
educate consumers on the benefits  
of fresher food. 

Farm-to-table restaurants 
are setting the stage for large 
community initiatives that give back 
to the region as a whole. For chefs 
who own these types of restaurants, 
the point is to make a meal that 
communicates a larger message to 
the consumer. 

You might wonder, why should 
we care so much about what’s behind 
the curtain of a restaurant kitchen? 
Do local ingredients really make a 
difference? 

Texas farmers from Seguin, 
Fredericksburg, and beyond shared 
some thoughts with me, and many 
well-known farm-to-table chefs in 
San Antonio offered their expertise. 
Here are six reasons why the farm-
to-table movement makes sense and 
why more restaurants should adopt 
its practices:

1. It’s Sustainable
According to Chef Elizabeth 

Johnson, owner of Pharm Table, 
located at 106 Auditorium Circle, 
it all boils down to the definition 
of sustainability. Environmentally 
speaking, sustainability is the 
quality of not being harmful to one’s 
environment or depleting natural 

resources. The goal is to support 
a long term ecological balance. 
According to Johnson, the definition 
of sustainability must include three 
important pillars. 

“In order for something to be 
considered sustainable, it must be 
economically, environmentally, and 
socially sustainable,” says Johnson. 
Those three pillars explain why eating 
local matters, because practicing 
farm-to table is environmental, it’s 
social, and it’s economic. 

Chef Cat New says she opened 
her farm-to-table restaurant, The 
Clean Plate, at 1022 N. Main Ave., 
because she didn’t want to be a part 
of the industrial food system. “It’s 
disrespectful to the land,” says New, 
whose restaurant was among the 
first in the city to promote better 
practices. “It places the burden on 
cheap labor and the environment. 
The destructive nature of the land 
and the animals is completely 
wrong,” she says. 

Those involved in the farm-to-
table movement believe large-scale 
methods run by corporations are 
destructive to the land and buying 
products far from home steals from 
the local economy. In addition, the 
food system treats animals like 
commodities and doesn’t give them 

the respect they deserve. 
“If part of the chain of eating 

involves us burning fossil fuels and 
then generating the fossil fuels, it’s just 
not sustainable,” Johnson observes. 
According to Johnson, we must think 
about how unsustainable it is to live off 
produce that is grown and flown from 
other parts of the globe and have that 
be part of our daily existence. 

“It just doesn’t make sense from 
a food miles perspective or from a 
brass tack economic perspective.  
Not to mention the greenhouse gases 
emitted every time a plane goes up in 
the sky,” she explains. Decreasing the 
amount of fuel used to transport food 
helps businesses in the surrounding 
area, the economy, and the overall 
welfare of the community.  

Although Johnson’s observations 
are generally true, it is important to 
note that emissions stemming from 
local foods being brought to market 
are not lower by default. Depending 
on many factors, they may be higher 
or lower than food shipped at a 
global and national scale. 

Researchers at the Harvard  
T.H. Chan School of Public Health 
say the key to emission discharge 
lies in the mode of transportation 
being used to transport the food 
and the quantity of the shipment. 

Defining GMOs
GMOs stand for genetically modified organisms. It occurs when plants or 
animals have added genes from one species into the DNA sequence of 
another, which change the characteristics of the food. Examples include 
increased retention of water or faster growth on less feed. Although it’s 
a common practice, there is not sufficient evidence that it is safe for our 
environment, the individuals who work the land, or consumers.

The benefit of the production of GMOs is that scientists can grow multiple 
generations of crops in a lab in one year. This speeds up the process,  
because scientists don’t have to wait for the seasons to change and conditions 
are perfect in a contained environment. Another benefit is that plants can 
be combined in ways that wouldn’t occur in the natural world. These plants, 
specifically corn, are pesticide proof.

However, a drawback to GMOs is that they may have adverse side effects  
that can be harmful on the body’s organs. The World Health Organization  
has identified a main ingredient within a commonly used pesticide sprayed  
on GMO crops as a possible carcinogen. 

“For example, a shipment of 
agricultural products across the 
nation in railcars emits fewer 
emissions than products driven 
150 miles in a small truck,” the 
researchers say.

 Another finicky aspect is the 
use of fertilizers. The Harvard Chan 
School experts point out that if 
a certain product is not thriving 
within the local climate, local 
farmers might increase their use 
of fertilizers, which are intensive 
chemical inputs that increase 
environmental damage. 

Sustainability is more complex 
than it seems, but trying to be 
sustainable in a conscious way is  
a step in the right direction.

2. It’s Fresher
Farm-to-table food just tastes 

better. A shorter time from the farm 
to the table means fresher food. 

“This stuff we picked yesterday 
or the day before, it’s as fresh as 
you can get it,” says farmer Steven 
Kubena of Kubena Farms in Seguin, 
who attends many farmers markets 
in the San Antonio area to display 
his produce. Johnson echoes that 
claim and adds that the taste of 
the food is unbelievably different 
because of this. 

Most food that travels long 
distances is harvested before it is 
ripe to make sure that it survives 
the journey. For local farmers, the 
shorter distance means they can pick 
food when it’s at its best and will 
taste the best. 

“If you go to the grocery store, a 
lot of the produce is at least a month 
old,” claims Bradley Ottmers of Oma 
and Opa’s Farm in Fredericksburg. 
In addition to selling in farmers 
markets all over San Antonio, 
Ottmers also sells food to many 
restaurants in Austin, such as Oddly 
Swine, Jack Allen’s Kitchen, and 
Eastside Pies. 

“The longer it’s off the vine, the 
fewer nutrients you receive. The 
fresher your food is, the better you 

will feel,” Ottmers says. 
“Big corporations pump ethylene 

gas into the food, which is not 
natural. It’s synthetic,” New adds. 
“That’s why those tomatoes suck and 
taste like watery slush, because it’s 
artificially ripened. They also coat 
the tomato with wax to make it look 
shiny, and so many other things that 
just aren’t right.” 

When you buy fresh produce 
at a local level, such as tomatoes, a 
tomato tastes like a tomato without 
all of these damaging processes. 

3. It’s Cheaper
There’s a common misconception 

that buying locally costs more 
money, but Johnson says that’s not 
the case, especially if we think of it 
on a larger scale. 

“It’s cheaper for us to start 
gardening in our front yards, for 
us to transform our grass. Why not 
create a garden? An urban landscape 
where we are not dependent on 
foreign countries and fossil fuels to 
get our food,” she reflects.

Fewer middlemen involved in 

your food means fewer transportation 
costs and less handling of the 
product. Long distance food travel 
involves more packaging and 
refrigeration as well as more waste 
and pollution. 

New says that those farmers 
who have contracts with big 
corporations need subsidies to grow 
food affordably. In the long run, they 
end up going into debt and have to 
take out loans to run some of the 
equipment. Because of genetically 
modified organisms (GMOs), tons 
and tons of pesticides are dumped 
into the environment. 

“It’s a huge backwards process,” 
says New. 

According to New, many farmers 
in India are tricked into creating 
partnerships with big corporations 
and the land gets so damaged over 
time that the product doesn’t act as 
the corporations promised, so the 
farmers end up losing everything. 

4. It’s Better
Buying locally is just better for 

you. People are beginning to care 

Chef Cat New cooks a tasty dish in the kitchen of her restaurant, The Clean Plate.  
(PHOTO by MEGAN DONOVAN)
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more about food quality than ever 
before and the trend is growing in 
San Antonio too. Kubena thinks it’s 
mostly due to health reasons. 

“People want to feel good and 
just be better,” Kubena says. “If you 
know what you’re putting in your 
body, it’s fewer things you have to 
watch out for.”

Cost may be a factor for some 
consumers. Why is it cheaper to 
buy a burger from McDonald’s than 
it is to buy ingredients to make a 
salad? “It’s because of all these crazy 
subsidies and the corporatization of 
food,” New explains. 

Companies promoting unhealthy 
food use the over-population 
argument to continue their 
questionable practices. 

“Monsanto and all these giant 
corporations say they need to do this 
to feed the third world countries 
and the world population in greater 
quantities, but it’s just not true. 
People are buying into a myth. It’s 
an easy answer, an easy way out,” 
New stresses. 

According to local farmers 
and champions of farm-to-table, 
produce that is grown without 
synthetic chemicals, fertilizers, or 
GMOs also help the soil and our 
water supply. New says fields that 
use GMOs affect the soil profoundly. 
Local farming practices that do 
without those dangerous processes 
are helping the landscape remain 
natural and unpolluted. 

Researchers at the Culinary 
Institute of America echo New’s 
thoughts, although additional 
research is always helpful when it 
comes to farming practices, as many 
factors come into play. According to 
the Culinary Institute of America’s 
researchers, it is true that the use 
of synthetic chemicals contaminate 
water and reduce biodiversity, but 
the level of degradation comes down 
to the management practices that 
take place on the farm itself. 

“Understanding the 
environmental consequences of 
production by farms selling to local 
and regional markets, in comparison 
to traditionally marketed food, 
would require studying their use 
of synthetic and non-synthetic 
pesticides and fertilizers, as well as 
other practices such as crop rotation 
and tillage,” Culinary Institute of 
America researchers say. 

Consumers usually assume 
farms that are smaller and 
closer to home will have a lower 
environmental impact, but this has 
not been scientifically proven. The 
way a farm produces, markets, and 
transports the food is what changes 
the ball game. Environmental 
degradation depends on all these 
factors, and if they are done right, 
then the environment does benefit, 
but additional research is needed.

Johnson highlights the careful 
farming practices that must be 
utilized in order for food to be 

produced properly so chemicals and 
other harmful pesticides don’t have 
to be added to the picture. Straying 
away from commonplace practices 
that most big corporations are 
using is key to creating a more high 
quality product.

“Think of what it will do to your 
health. You’re buying yourself life 
and health insurance,” Johnson says.

Gus Bard, chef and owner of 
Sweet Yams at 218 N. Cherry St.,  
has a small garden behind his 
restaurant. He believes our mentality 
as consumers needs to change. 

“We’ve been conditioned to 
cheapen the primary process in our 
lives,” Bard explains. “I’d rather 
have a cheaper car, cheaper clothes, 
cheaper house, and a cheaper pair of 
shoes but an awesome refrigerator 
full of food.” 

Bard says food is the investment 
in our lives that matters the most 
and it should be our most important 
concern when we decide how to 
spend our money.

5. It’s Seasonal
Things taste right when they are 

grown with respect to the seasons. 
Besides that, working with seasonal 
produce encourages chefs to invent 
new menus to fit the available 
produce. It becomes a creative process.

 For chefs like Elizabeth 
Johnson, Cat New, and Gus Bard,  
the local produce in their restaurants 
is an intriguing supply of ingredients 

Fresh produce is available at The Trinity Market on the Trinity University campus. (PHOTO from THE TRINITY MARKET’S FACEBOOK)

every season. New explains that 
growing locally involves working 
with the seasons and that this is 
beneficial for the land itself. 

“A variety of crops, over time, 
create healthy soil,” says New. “It 
balances the soil when you vary 
what you grow in the ground; you 
don’t destroy it.”

Healthy soil creates nutrients 
in food, and this in turn, leads 
to healthy people. It’s a win-win 
situation on every level.

Johnson also stresses that 
seasonal foods make sense for our 
diets. “When you live a lifestyle 
which is around a season, your body 
starts acclimating to the foods that 
are in that season and you start 
having more energy and feeling and 
looking better,” she says. 

In the past, before food could 
easily travel all over the world, 
people had seasonal diets. Why not 
go back to something that makes 
sense? Nature has a cycle for a reason. 

6. It’s Ethical
Farm-to-table restaurants 

inform consumers and inspire them 
through their dishes. It encourages 
the broader farm-to-table movement 

and gets people out to farmers markets, 
promoting social interaction. 

“Buying locally is healthy for the 
farmer because they aren’t exposing 
themselves to these horrible 
carcinogenic compounds,” says New. 

She adds that farmers are 
rewarded more for their work, they 
get better prices for their products, 
and they help keep the money in 
the community. When consumers 
decide to buy local, fresh produce, 
they support the local economy and 
provide jobs in the area.

Bard points out that people are 
moving toward a need to eat better, 
but the majority of restaurants are 
trying to make money. “Ethics and 
profit are kind of oxymorons, but it’s 
a balance. People have to learn that 
when you’re doing something ethical, 
don’t look to make as much profit,” 
he says. “If you give love, expect to 
have a little less coming back.” 

Nowadays, everyone wants 
instant gratification instantaneously. 
“There’s enough food to feed the 
world, but there’s not enough food 
to feed the greedy,” observes New. 
“We don’t have to eat meat three 
times a day. There’s plenty of other 
food, plenty of grains, plenty of 

vegetables that people should be 
using more often.” 

New adds, “There’s not enough 
room to accommodate the world 
with a westernized diet at all times. 
It’s just not possible or sustainable 
for that matter.”

Food production is a process 
involving many middlemen, 
different farming expectations, and 
harvesting nuances. What local food 
brings to the table in comparison 
to big corporations is a careful 
oversight of production in specific 
communities, with the benefit of the 
farmer and the consumer in mind. 

This “labor of love” has the 
potential to increase health benefits, 
improve access to fresher food,  
create a food conversation about 
agriculture policies, and sustain  
local businesses in the area. 

Farm-to-table is more than just  
a movement; it’s a way of life. l

Rocío Guenther graduated from  
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English and a minor in Political 
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Mexico, she plans to pursue a career 
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loves to travel and is an avid foodie.

Farmers markets operate at several locations in San Antonio, including the Pearl Brewery. (PHOTO by MEGAN DONOVAN)


