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From Farm to Chef to Fork 
by Gwen Ashley Walters, CCP

They met, appropriately enough, at a farmers’ market. The year
was 2002. Since then these two humble men, a farmer and a
chef, have forged a solid relationship built on a mutual respect
for the earth and the bounties it brings. Today, the farmer grows
specific crops for the chef, and the beneficiaries are the chef and
his patrons.

Chef Nobuo Fukuda of Sea
Saw was introduced to farmer
Bob McClendon of McClendon’s
Select, a 25-acre organic farm in
Peoria, by another well-known
Valley chef, Chris Bianco (of
Pizzeria Bianco and Pane
Bianco). Bianco had the last of
McClendon’s Meyer lemon crop
in his hands, and insisted that
Fukuda take them. Impressed
with the quality (not to mention
the rarity) of the locally grown
Meyer lemons, Fukuda began
stopping by McClendon’s stall
every week hand-picking
produce for his nationally
recognized restaurant. 

The relationship took roots
as the farmer and the chef talked
shop each week, and soon
McClendon realized he needed
to dine at Sea Saw to see how
Fukuda was incorporating the
farm produce into his renowned
“tapanese” menu. After a dinner
“that blew me away,”
McClendon recalls, he began
quizzing Fukuda during his
weekly market jaunts. 

“I could see what he was trying to achieve on his plates,
what he was trying to present, and I became fascinated. I started
asking him what [produce] he would like to have locally. That’s
where the conversation started, and it goes on every week now,”
McClendon said.

One week early on, Fukuda brought McClendon the juice
of a yuzu, a small acidic citrus fruit native to China. A key
component in Sea Saw’s menu, Fukuda was purchasing the juice
from a supplier because he had no source for fresh yuzu.
Intrigued, McClendon decided to plant one yuzu tree. Four
years and 10 trees later, McClendon now supplies Fukuda with
all the fresh yuzu fruit he can use. Fukuda now uses the fresh
yuzu juice in a number of sauces throughout his menu,
including the flavored oil for the White Fish Carpaccio. Thanks
to McClendon, he even has fresh yuzu zest to sprinkle over

dishes like Shinshu Mushi, a steamed sea bass with green tea
soba noodles.

McClendon recalls a summer day when Fukuda visited the
farm and bit into a sun-ripened Early Girl tomato. Professing it
was the best tomato he had ever tasted, he told the farmer about

an idea for a tomato dessert.
McClendon thought Fukuda was
nuts, but he and his wife drove
across town to sample the final
result at Sea Saw. After tasting
the sublime concoction of chilled
tomato drizzled with
McClendon’s citrus honey,
dusted with sansho (a Japanese
pepper), and served with a Meyer
lemon sorbet, McClendon
figured that no Fukuda request
was too outlandish. 

Sourcing ingredients for
Fukuda sent McClendon into
research mode. Lots of Internet
searches and trips to the library
to pore through books provided
McClendon with a crash course
on Asian ingredients. He located
a Japanese seed company with an
office in Oakland, California.
Seeds with names that once were
difficult to pronounce now
flourish in McClendon’s fields
and green houses. 

The produce that
McClendon grows specifically
for Fukuda are either micro
greens or micro root vegetables.
Micro greens are newly

germinated greens (think sprouts), just barely going into the
first leaf stage. The tiny greens are harvested at 3/4- to 1-inch
tall, and then snipped by hand with scissors. The greens could
grow to full maturity, but Fukuda is interested in the delicate
taste, texture, and appearance of these minuscule greens. 

Amaranth, radish, and beet are common micro greens for
many avant-garde chefs, but for Fukuda McClendon also grows
Komatsuna (Japanese mustard greens) and Shungiku
(chrysanthemum greens). Fukuda doesn’t just want these
diminutive sprouts because they are different. Each plays a
pivotal role in the flavor profile of his dishes. He pairs
Komatsuna with a few sashimi-style dishes on his tasting menu,
and feels the spicy flavor enhances the taste experience. He pairs
Shungiku’s strong flavor with a sea bass trio in restrained
amounts, as an accent to the mild-tasting bass. “Shungiku is
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Nobuo Fukuda and Bob McClendon

    




