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NATALIE B. COMPTON    natb.co
Fresh and fruity, Page 86

Natalie is a freelance journalist and photographer based in 
sunny Los Angeles, whose work has appeared in the likes of 
LA Weekly and Los Angeles magazine. A few of her favorite 
spots in the city are Baroo, Guelaguetza, Night + Market, 
Eversib Royce Bar and Griffith Park for a quintessentially LA 
hiking experience. Her favorite past assignments include 
highlighting mezcal production in Mexico and documenting 
the diets of muay thai fighters in Thailand.

MARIA KANAI    mariakanai.com 
Carving the waves, Page 74

Based in Honolulu and originally from Japan, Maria is a 
writer and editor. When she has visitors in town, she 
likes taking them to visit the North Shore and stops by 
Matsumoto's for shave ice and Waimea Bay for swimming, 
before ending the day at the Dole Plantation's pineapple 
maze. “In Hawaii, the aloha spirit is everywhere, including 
in our surf culture,” Maria says. “I also love that there are 
plenty of surf spots around that people can enjoy.”

CARLO TADIAR    twitter.com/carlowe
Treasure hunting in Manlia, Page 99

Carlo Tadiar is a longtime writer and editor of titles in the 
Philippines. “Apart from having to deal with wretched 
Manila traffic, there were no difficulties getting this story 
done,” Carlo says of the antiquing piece he wrote for this 
issue. “Visiting an antique store is better than visiting a 
museum, because someone will always be there who can 
explain anything to you," he says. "These places are unique 
in the world – they’re definitely a trip.”

THOMAS CAJA    instagram.com/thomascaja
Treasure hunting in Manila, Page 99

Thomas is a travel photographer from the Philippines 
who runs a blog called Escape Journal with his girlfriend, 
Kimi Juan. “We've been traveling the world together ever 
since we became best friends,” Thomas tells us. He had 
an enriching time shooting Manila’s collectors and antique 
enthusiast for this issue: “It was amazing – I learned a 
lot from the collectors as they told me the history of the 
pieces that I was taking photos of,” Thomas says.
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By Natalie B. Compton Photography Mathew Scott

Established in 1978, the 
Santa Monica Farmers 
Market has become 
synonymous with the 
picturesque beachside 
city in western Los 
Angeles County. A mere 
block away from the 
roaring swell of the 
Pacific Ocean, you’ll find 
the region's many farmers 
plying their rich bounty 
of produce – much to the 
delight of the city’s top 
chefs, bartenders and 
restaurateurs
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morning at the Santa Monica Farmers Market 
looks like a scene straight from a Hollywood 
movie. Every person meandering through 
the neatly-lined rows of white tents and 
wooden tables looks perfectly cast for their 
part. There’s the mom with her impatient 
toddler, as well as a banjo player strumming 
along the sidewalk for tips. And there are 
the cooks – lots and lots of cooks. 

République chef and owner Walter 
Manzke says Santa Monica’s craziest market 
day is Wednesday (it also operates along 
the same stretch of Arizona Avenue on 
Saturdays). He should know: Manzke has 
been frequenting Los Angeles farmers’ 
markets since the early ‘90s. These days, he 
visits five of them a week to source around 
80% of the produce for his kitchen. “I go to 
the market and taste a lot. I look at 
everything, I taste it, I get inspiration 
there,” he says. 

Aside from servicing La La Land’s 
numerous kitchens, the market’s fresh wares 
also feed the creations and inspirations of 
the city’s bar community. “It’s important to 
be able to smell, taste and see what you’re 
buying,” says Gabriella Mlynarczyk, one of 
LA’s leading bartenders and the beverage 
director at chef Brendan Collins’ Birch 
restaurant in Hollywood.

Others in the industry share Mlynarczyk's 
sentiments. “The farmers’ market is my 
guiding light on any culinary-driven cocktail 
menu I’m building, conceptualizing or 
maintaining – it’s an outlet of clarity for me,” 

says Aaron Melendrez, bar director of 
modern Mexican restaurant Verlaine. 
“Other than departing the market with 
some of the most unique produce 
California has to offer, I also leave with a 
sense of pride knowing I’m supporting 
local farmers and providing the highest 
quality produce to my guests.” 

Between the market’s buyers and 
sellers, that sense of pride goes both ways. 
Before the Santa Monica Farmers Market 
became a cornerstone of the Los Angeles 
culinary scene, farmers were limited in how 
they could sell their products. Whereas 
many lacked opportunities for face time 
with customers, the proliferation of these 
markets means California farmers now have 
regular contact with consumers, with the 
chance to sell more goods – and see their 
work come to life in the hands of the city’s 
professional chefs and home cooks. 

At the Santa Monica Farmers Market, the 
farmer personalities are as varied as the 
produce on offer. “We are so diversity-rich 
in Los Angeles,” says chef and restaurateur 
Josef Centeno, the man behind popular 
concepts like Bäco Mercat, Bar Ama, Orsa & 
Winston and the vegetable-focused 
restaurant, P.Y.T. “The farmers’ markets 
offer us such a culturally diverse group of 
farmers and ways of farming that originate 
from different cultures.” 

We meet four farmers who have helped 
shape the Santa Monica Farmers Market 
into the iconic LA landmark it is today. 

A
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“If you’re ordering through a vendor, you 
have zero control over what they’ll send 
you,” insists Gabriella Mlynarczyk. “I’m a 
control freak and I only want the best and 
prettiest produce.” So when the award-
winning bartender needs some fruit for her 
cocktails, she heads to the market and turns 
to Leti Garcia of Garcia’s Organic Farms.

“Everything started with my father-in-
law,” Garcia says of the farm’s humble 
origins back in 1989. “He started with bare 
land and farmed organically since day one.” 
After clearing the rocks and building roads, 
the Garcia family worked hard to build their 
small but mighty operation, growing 
everything from creamy avocados and 
blood oranges to Persian mulberries and 
juicy figs. “Now we’re at a total of 30 acres 
and do four different farmers’ markets in 
Santa Monica alone.”

While she and her husband Armando 
currently run the family farm, they are 
considering buying some land of their own 
to one day combine with their parent’s 
acreage, increasing the area available for 
farming. Trucking their produce to sell at 
the city’s farmers’ markets – which they 
began doing in 1994 – completely changed 
their business: “We grow a lot of Meyer 
lemons and this particular tangerine that we 
never used to be able to sell because it has 
seeds,” Garcia says. “We would always have 
to wholesale it. But now, thank God, we’re 
able to sell them at the farmers’ market.” 

L E T I  G A R C I A
G A R C I A ’ S  O R G A N I C  F A R M S
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facebook.com/suarezweddingringswww.suarezweddingrings.com o_suarezweddingrings

* Tell our staff you found us in Mabuhay magazine and get a FREE PERSONALIZED WEDDING CAKE SLICER when you book your order

BEST PRICE PROMISE • LIFETIME WARRANTY • 
BUY BACK GUARANTY

Couples are turning to personalized platinum 
wedding rings as yet another way to express 
their love for each other, as well as the 
experiences they’ve shared together. Enter 
Odysseus Suarez Wedding Rings – makers of 
high quality platinum wedding bands crafted 
out of the rarest of precious metals. Using metal 
that’s 90% platinum and 10% palladium – a 
durable and hypoallergenic combination that’s 
resistant to oxidization – the expert jewelers 
at Odysseus Suarez create platinum rings that 
speak of a couple’s past, present and future. The 
rings can be engraved with a couple’s initials, 
names, dates and other personal touches, 
and will take on a gradual patina as the years 
wear on – a charming and coveted symbol of a 
relationship as it grows and blooms over time.
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The Santa Monica Farmers Market was born 
during a time when farm-to-table dining 
wasn’t trendy. Alex Weiser remembers that 
the demand then was for food from exotic 
locales. “It wasn’t farm-to-table, it was more 
like how far did you go to source your 
ingredients? Local wasn’t in,” he recalls.

Weiser’s family got into the agriculture 
business in 1977 when his schoolteacher 
father decided to follow his passion and 
pursue his dream of becoming a farmer. 
They found some land in Tehachapi – a small 
city in Kern County nestled in the Tehachapi 
Mountains – and started growing apples. 
The seasonal produce haul for market-goers 
now includes eggplants, red potatoes, 
parsnips, shishito peppers and melons.

It wasn’t until Weiser was attending 
college that the farmers’ market became an 
integral part of the family operation and 
began delivering a steady cashflow. “We 
gained a connection with our customers and 
people appreciated what we were doing,” 
Weiser says. “It really helped the family farm 
survive. That’s why we’re here today – 
because of the farmers’ markets and the 
support of our communities.” 

Once he finished school, Weiser joined 
his parents in the farming business, 

bypassing the negative impression some 
have of the occupation. He acknowledges 
that when he started, farming was far from 
fashionable. “I tried to think of any and 
every other name for a farmer because it 
wasn’t as cool as it is today,” he says. That 
stigma has now vanished, as more people 
come to respect the craft.

Weiser also enjoys the connection to 
customers. “You know who you’re growing 
for and you’re excited to see them week 
after week. You see kids and families grow 
up eating your food and appreciating what 
you’re giving them for nourishment and 
health. Our customers have given us 
friendship, love and support and it’s such a 
great bond. After all, they’re taking a piece 
of you home with them every week.”

“You know who 
you’re growing for 
and you’re excited 
to see them week 
after week” 

A L E X  W E I S E R
W E I S E R  F A M I L Y  F A R M S
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It is difficult to find a top chef in the city 
who doesn’t gush over Kong Thao’s family 
farm. “I think if there was one farm that I 
could shop at every single day, this would 
be it,” says Walter Manzke, the chef and 
owner of modern French resturant 
République. “The variety is extraordinary 
and every week is different. They have 
phenomenal things all year round.” 

The Thao name may read like a prized 
item on trendy menus across town, but 
the farm’s roots are far from glamorous. 
When Kong was just three-years-old, his 
parents moved his family from a refugee 
camp in Thailand to Fresno, California. 
They began farming like they had in 
South-East Asia, slowly growing their 
business to 25 acres of chef-requested 
ingredients like Thai shallots, okra, 
heirloom tomatoes, curly kale and daikon. 

“We started with a little table with 10 
or 15 things,” Thao says. “Now we grow 
close to 300 different things on our farm.” 
Thao quit his day job a few years ago to 

help his parents full-time with the farm 
operation. “The thing is, the market is the 
easy part of it,” Thao says of his routine. 

The real work begins on Thursday and 
Friday when Thao, his siblings and other 
farm employees gather to help pick the 
produce. They’ll work late into the night, 
cleaning the goods and loading up their 
various trucks for the four-hour drive to 
Los Angeles. “I usually manage to just get 
a shower in, sometimes steal a quick nap, 
and then I’ll start driving to the market,” 
Thao says. “It’s a long day, not to mention 
a long weekend.” 

Thao’s hard work pays off though, as 
LA’s culinary elite flock to his Santa 
Monica Farmers Market stall every 
Saturday. And he gets excited to see his 
produce in action too. “That’s been one of 
the biggest treats, one of the things I look 
forward to – where do we get to go eat?” 
he laughs. “I meet a lot of great chefs, and 
being able to see what they do with our 
produce is really cool.” 

“If there was 
one farm that if 
I could shop at 
every single day, 
this would be it” 

K O N G  T H A O
T H A O  F A R M S

Mabuhay Issue 10
April-2017086-096_FEATURE Santa Monica.REL(JO)_LC.indd   95 16/3/17   1:13 PM



 PAL flies between Manila and Los Angeles 
 twice daily, and between Cebu and 
 Los Angeles thrice weekly. For more 
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Windrose Farm was a dream realized for 
Barbara Spencer. At 45, Spencer and her 
husband Bill purchased land in Paso Robles, 
California, and she began farming after 
stepping away from a professional music 
career. Twelve years ago, the couple began 
selling the farm’s rich bounty at the Santa 
Monica Farmers Market – it has been a 
budding relationship since.

“The quality is always increasing in the 
market,” Spencer says. “Because we sell to 
chefs and brokers as well as regular 
customers, there is a drive to grow what is 
new and interesting, as well as the highest 
quality possible.” That incentive to plant 
creative new crops has led to the farm 
producing 45 varieties of heirloom apples 
alone. The valley farm is also home to herbs, 
assorted vegetables and sheep.

Diners in LA can find dry-aged Windrose 
lamb tartare at Salt’s Cure in Hollywood for 
dinner one night, and the farm’s bright and 
spicy arugula at L&E Oyster Bar in Silver 
Lake for brunch the next day. Having diverse 
and special offerings not only helped 
establish Windrose Farm in the industry – it 
also aided its longevity in a competitive 
market like Santa Monica. “We started 
farming as the markets were filling up, so 
doing something slightly different has 
worked out well for us,” Spencer says.

But while the Windrose reputation 
continues to flourish, the couple isn’t trying 
to ramp up production anytime soon. “Bill 
and I are ready to take it easier, travel a 
little,” Spencer reflects. As such, the next 
task is working with a new generation of 
enthusiastic farm managers to take the reins   
someday – something that’s difficult but 
necessary. “We want to see the farm 
continue to evolve.”

B A R B A R A  S P E N C E R
W I N D R O S E  F A R M   

LOS ANGELES
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