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			Praise for The Secret Life of Groceries

			“This book is at once a satisfying, enjoyable meal and a glass of cold water to the face. The modern shopper wants groceries that are ethical, sustainable, humane, affordable, fresh, and convenient. But, as Lorr discovers, the costs of our demands are recouped from the bottom of the food chain: debt-ruined truckers, foreign slave labor, and Whole Foods workers in our own communities—the people whose lives Lorr shared (and sometimes lived) for weeks or months. . . . The Secret Life of Groceries is a terrific read. The stories flow, and the hard truths are seasoned with wit and hope.”

			—Mary Roach, author of Stiff: The Curious Lives of Human Cadavers

			“A titanic achievement of reportage, insight, humor, and humanity, The Secret Life of Groceries will forever change the way you think about the American food system. Lorr journeys deep into our troubled supply chain with propulsive force and insight and brings us back the goods.”  

			—Adam Chandler, author of Drive-Thru Dreams: A Journey Through the Heart of America’s Fast-Food Kingdom

			“In The Secret Life of Groceries, Benjamin Lorr demonstrates through lively and meticulous reporting how much the enthronement of the American consumer has cost workers. . . . With compassion and humor, Lorr introduces us to very real people who constitute that abstraction we call the ‘supply chain’ and challenges us, in a thoughtful and nuanced way, to consider the high price we pay for supermarket bargains.”

			—Timothy Noah, author of The Great Divergence: America’s Growing Inequality Crisis and What We Can Do About It
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				Murray came out of an aisle and walked alongside Babette, just ahead of us. He took a twin roll of paper towels out of her cart and smelled it . . .

				“This place recharges us spiritually, it prepares us, it’s a gateway . . . The large doors slide open, they close unbidden. Energy waves, incident radiation. All the letters and numbers are here, all the colors of the spectrum, all the voices and sounds, all the code words and ceremonial phrases. It is just a question of deciphering, rearranging, peeling off the layers of unspeakability. Not that we would want to, not that any useful purpose would be served.”

				—Don DeLillo, White Noise

			

		

	
		
			
				INTRODUCTION

			

			Between the Ice and You

			
				In short, her shopping is primarily an act of love, that in its daily conscientiousness becomes one of the primary means by which relationships of love and care are constituted by practice. That is to say, shopping does not merely reflect love, but is a major form in which love is manifested and reproduced. . . . As Parker has noted, love for infants is inevitably accompanied by hatred and resentment.

				—Daniel Miller, A Theory of Shopping

			

			Let’s look beneath the ice-chipped surface of a fish counter at a Whole Foods in New York City. This happens every other month after closing. The customers leave, the checkout crew changes into street clothes, the store goes into lockdown to prevent its own employees from robbing them. Shifts change and the ceaseless shitty Hall & Oates music stops and is replaced by silence. Night workers, a motley rainbow of low English, low skill, low smile workers, come in, kneepads over long pants, to restock the shelves like a reverse midnight harvest. They stoop over, heads down, in their KIND bar TM shirts, or whatever other functional and empowering edible shelled out sponsorship money, kneeling there, glumly stacking yogurts. At the fish counter, the seafood team begins. Fish are removed, latex gloves gripping them two at time—fillets and whole fish, sloppy little bastards—and tossed into the plastic tubs that are their nightly home. The mussels are bagged, the shrimp scooped together into mesh cages. Next the metal trays come up. These are little more than decorative housing, and are promptly sprayed down to remove a day’s worth of sweat and oil and torn pieces of flesh that sloughed off from handling. Below the trays, a thin plastic webbing for grip, then a layer of ice: once individual chips, now grown hard as a skating rink from periodic thaws and re-icings during the day. The surface is littered with the typical debris: fish parts, crumpled-up stickers announcing WILD CAUGHT!, errant cockles, cracked mussels.

			Usually that would be it. Aprons would be stripped off, giant foul garbage bags of fish guts and butcher paper would be lugged to the dumpsters in the back. But on this night, the one that comes every other month or so, the case itself is cleaned. An order has come down from high, seemingly at random. And so, for the entire length of the 38-foot case, the employees hack the ice into large chunks. It is exactly like shoveling snow in the winter and they use big thick shovels to do the job. Standing up on metal platforms to get leverage, they chop straight down, chiseling out 2′ x 2′ x 2′ blocks that they then systematically take out like giant sugar cubes to be melted in the back. It is reasonably physical work and soon they are sweating. Once the top layer is removed, they begin anew on the layer below: gridding it out, chiseling, pulling out cubes. Beneath this second layer, the ice is more crunchy, less frozen. It’s an old freezer and inconsistent and it only takes a few scrapes before you get to streaks of brown. A few more and the smell comes. It is horrible and not at all of decomposition but of fecal waste maybe sweetened slightly, thick in the air like you are exhuming something dangerous, which perhaps you are. Soon after the smell, the streaks of brown darken and the ice turns with entrails and smashed pieces of shell, the shovel uncovering squid tentacles, crab antennae, all two months old, rotten, buried under there, each scrape revealing some new purple color, and the odor is such that you really cannot breathe it long. So neither team member does, instead spelling each other by rushing off to do other tasks like melting the giant cubes under hot water or just standing to the side and muttering how the fuck does it get like this?

			Then, at a certain scrape of the shovel, the bottom of the case is revealed. Stainless steel. But it’s streaked green with bile, gray with pancreatic froth, pink with clam flesh, all strung out and mashed in the ice slurry. To the extent that they are recognizable, the contents are inexplicable and vaguely horrifying. No shrimp were stored in this section of the case, so why the rotting pile of shrimp casings? No whole fish either, so why the set of red lacy gills? Months of slow melting and cracks in the ice and the chaos of retail have allowed it all to accumulate down there in a weird gutter of seafood waste compressed beneath four and a half feet of ice.

			Eventually the ice and slime are removed and a high-blast hose with a separate nozzle for green concentrated soap is sprayed against the stainless-steel bottom. The water is hot, so there is steam, your glasses fog up, and the rot slithers down the drain. The shells cluster in cracked bits and are removed by hand. Finally, now somewhere closer to one a.m., the case bottom looks clean, even gleaming, and the team goes back to the giant ice machine along the north wall to return with heaping shovels of virginal white snow. Clean ice, the cleanest you’ve ever seen after that, and they pile it in heaps into the case, building back the buffer between the wet semi-rot that will be the bottom of the case and a top retail surface downy and clean. When they are finished, the ice sparkles. No more skate rink, each chip separate and glittering in the light; the perfect platform to sell good fish. The smell, once choking, is not just muffled but nonexistent. A very real and solid barrier has been erected. And once the floor has been sprayed down and mopped across with a giant squeegee, the entire scene will feel like a dream. Tomorrow morning the fish will be laid down again in their metal trays, cut parsley and trills of red peppers arranged on top. And it won’t be unhygienic in the least. It will be undetectable and irrelevant. There will be a thick wall of ice separating the retail surface from the depths below. And in this way—the very real way the fish case at Whole Foods on the Bowery can be simultaneously appalling and perfectly hygienic and safe—it is a fitting metaphor for the grocery business as whole and a start to this book.

			

			—

			First, lest we get off on the wrong foot, a moment to state how underplayed that description of the opening smell was. Over the course of researching this book, I climbed aboard fishing boats littered with the debris of mashed fish and seaweed left for weeks at a time to roast in the sun. I necropsied chickens, pulling their guts apart looking for signs of disease as they radiated that lab-specific scent of ammonia and death. I snuck into industrial swine farms and chicken houses, wading through lagoons of feces in the process, and at one point, in Nakhon Si Thammarat, Thailand, on a ninety-degree summer day, I stood ankle-deep in rotten trash fish on the loading dock, ten thousand minnows piled up in silver ribbons, left for days, as they waited to be transformed into the protein base of the aquaculture pyramid. Those were some strong sniffs. And yet none of it—not the trash fish nor fecal lagoons—was as fundamentally gross and disturbing as the smell that came out of that fish case in Manhattan. In a Whole Foods. In one of the wealthiest neighborhoods in the wealthiest nation in the world. Which is to say, melodrama has its place in life, but not in my descriptions of smells. Maybe that’s an odd note to start a book on, but this is nonfiction. Names have not been changed, except in the few places where I felt my writing might threaten a subject’s livelihood. Characters have not been combined. Quotes are either from audio recordings or written down in the moment. And descriptions of smells have not been exaggerated for effect.

			

			—

			This book is about the grocery store. About the people who work there and the routes of supply that define it. It is the product of five years of research, hundreds of interviews, and thousands of hours tracking down and working alongside the buyers, brokers, marketers, and managers whose lives and choices define our diet. The five years were a time of dramatic upheaval. Walmart seized organics. Amazon seized Whole Foods. The promise of automation loomed over trucking. Minimum wage laws shifted, giving employees the promise of a new salary floor. Yet, what I found, whether talking to Whole Foods executives about the Amazon deal or to new Amazon employees as they stocked shelves, was that during this upheaval the most primal drives in the industry weren’t so much disrupted as elevated and laid bare.

			What emerged is a fascinating and largely hidden world. In 2018, Americans spent $701 billion at supermarket-style grocery stores, still our largest food expenditure by a wide margin; there are 38,000 of these stores across this land, and the average adult will spend 2 percent of their life inside one. They are the point of interface most familiar and least understood in our food system: bland to the point of invisibility, so routine they blur into background. And yet the grocery store exists as one of the only places where our daily decisions impact—make us complicit in—a system we have come in equal parts to scorn and see as savior. We’ve been happy to let more impersonal aspects of our food system—from industrialized slaughterhouses to farm bill subsidies—take up the lion’s share of investigation and critique. But to understand how and why our food gets to us in the form it does, the grocery store is a powerful entry point. It is not only the way that most of us are introduced to the system, tagging along with Mom as she shops, it is perhaps the best opportunity to understand the system on the terms of the people who operate it on our behalf.

			And their operation is something to behold. Grocery stores—and the supply chain that has grown up around them—are shockingly efficient. We spend only 10 percent of our budget on food, compared to 40 percent by our great-grandparents in 1900, and 30 percent by our grandparents in the 1950s. It is a number that has been decreasing the entire century along with the rise of mass supply chains. In the early republic, around the War of 1812, nearly 90 percent of the population worked to produce the nation’s food; it was a grueling physical life, and in addition to being costly, the food produced was of uneven quality, in tightly limited supply, and could and did kill through disease. Now less than 3 percent of our population produces enough food to feed us all. It is easy to wax poetic about food before the rise of industry—about eating the way our grandmother’s grandmother ate—but the fact is we spend less money than almost every other country in the world on food and we spend less time gathering that food than at any time in history. Somehow each year those numbers continue to shrink while the quality,* quantity, variety, and safety of the food available have gotten better and better.

			So, within a century, we have cut rates of hunger and nutritional deficiency to historic lows, reduced food-borne illness to a rounding error, and democratized food that was once the height of luxury into fare for everyday consumption. And we have been so successful in all those endeavors that we now grapple with a series of problems entirely unprecedented in the history of humanity: of too much food, of using food to distribute ethical responsibility, of food as a proxy for control in our own increasingly detached lives.

			All Those Facts Are Interesting but Not Why I Wanted to Learn About the Grocery Store

			When I was nineteen, I went to Kenya and lived with no running water, no electricity, no communication with the outside world. I had signed on as a field researcher, studying blue monkeys, with binoculars and gum boots, racing around the literal jungle with a notebook trying to follow the arboreal path of what looked to my completely untrained eye like oversized gray cats grooming each other, humping, and hissing in angry confrontation. There were no phone lines strung to our field station, and this was before cell phones really existed except in movies as big brick-shaped devices signifying outrageous wealth, so our sole means of communication with the outside world began with a 1.5-mile walk from our forest hut to a tree, known as the “bicycle taxi stand,” where we could commission an hour-long tandem bicycle ride over dirt roads, transfer to a motorized van at a cement junction, and then finally, after a half hour in the van, arrive at a town large enough to support a post office where we could buy aerograms for a few pennies to get word to an anxious mother that all was well.

			Details from that summer flood in if I squint my eyes and try. They are wonderful when I can grab them. But the memory that comes to me unbidden, at odd moments, with eerie intensity—in fact, perhaps the definitional memory of my entire summer of being nineteen and in the Kenyan rain forest—didn’t actually occur in Kenya. After months of this life, waking with the sun, going to sleep to the light of an oil lantern, my only external sounds from the rain forest itself, deafening, chaotic, and multi-paneled, the auditory equivalent of the ten thousand shades of blue you might see while staring out at the Mediterranean, after weeks of cooking the same cabbage dinner on a gas stove, of storing my cheese at room temperature, of learning the rhythms of the space—the daily thirty-minute equatorial thunderstorms whereby the air would transform into long translucent sheets of rain, flapping and whipping in the wind—a summer where I hitchhiked, bathed in rainwater, hand-washed my clothes, and wiped my ass with leaves, the single definitional memory of that summer, the one that is seared into my brain, came only when I arrived back home. It is a memory from my first night in New York, after wandering the streets in a daze, well past midnight and finding myself in the aisles of the Westside Market grocery store on 112th and Broadway. The memory is of my first night in that store. My body wandering down the aisles, eyes falling over the easy abundance, mind chewing over the scene like a dog gnawing on the very bone of Western civilization. I remember stepping in through the curtain of air-conditioning, pacing the cement waxed floors, my stretched reflection gleaming back like a shadow, my pulse slow and easy, my eyes scanning the cereal boxes banked high on both sides, the pontoons of two-liter soda bottles, and most memorably the cold counter of prepared foods, rows of chicken breasts, deli meats, and an oozing, seemingly never-touched giant bowl of octopus salad, serving spoon permanently wedged in its mayonnaise like the sword in the stone. I would puzzle over that octopus salad like a riddle. Like I was stoned out of my gourd, which I was most certainly not except in some metaphoric sense. I would stand there taking it in, almost feeling the store respire. The memory is crystalline in a way that feels false; a characteristic known as “flashbulb” memory, which I’ve since learned is associated with trauma. In my memory I am dazed and confounded and in love in that grocery store. A love like all love filled with doubt and rage and insecurity, but also overwhelming and blanketing, warm and intoxicating. It was a love of re-acclimation, of reabsorbing a childhood and birthright, of seeing myself and my country with new eyes, both fearful and reverent, and that—my definitional memory of a Kenyan summer full of memories—is where this book comes from.

			A Secular Revelation

			To almost everyone in the actual industry, food is just another CPG, or Consumer Packaged Good. This is true whether they entered the industry as a chef, a Harvard business school grad, or a cancer-survivor-vegan-doctor intent on change. It is true regardless of the rhetoric that graces their packages or the percent of their profits they donate to virtuous causes. It is true because that is what it means to enter the system. It is a necessary requirement of acting on scale. If you want to open even a single market fruit stand, you are suddenly dealing with a product that is flowing through you, that has been purchased and will be either sold or discarded as waste, and that is defined in your eyes by its economic properties alongside its nutritional, aesthetic, or ethical dimensions. When you expand to the scale of even a small grocery chain, the economic factors can’t help but envelop everything else. Qualities like ethics and aesthetics get swallowed by the market, and reduced to price. The average store has 32,000 individuated products known as Shop Keeping Units, or SKUs. The biggest have more than 120,000 SKUs. Accordingly, the men and women who sell our food, who work amidst this volume, see our food differently than you or I. In particular, they see it as a line on a spreadsheet, with reams of qualities arrayed in columns, all weighted by various coefficients according to their particular proprietary model, that culminates in one or two numbers used to determine its value. The very same item they might have eaten for breakfast transubstantiates into something entirely non-ecological when they head to work, not really that different from thumbtacks or paper towels, though perhaps with slightly more fragile handling conditions.

			This is something those on the inside are acutely aware of. Once, talking to a slaughter plant supervisor, a man who proudly declared he’d been present for the execution of 800 million chickens, I listened as he practically broke down describing the moments just after a chicken’s death. The man was detailing the procession of events that leads to slaughter: after the catchers come through in their overalls, grabbing up the birds by hand, after they stuff the birds into their horizontal cages for transport, muddy cotton balls jammed against the steel, and after the cages are driven miles and miles to the plant, then removed by forklift, and the birds are yanked out—again by hand—and hung upside down on the line by their yellow scaly feet, they head toward a machine that will slice their carotid artery—140 birds a minute—while a man in a bloodstained smock looks on with raised knife, ready in case the machine misses and he has to step forward to finish the job; after the man and the neck slicing, the birds, still twitching, still warm, draining out—in short, still very much animals, though dying ones—are whisked into a dark metallic tunnel. This is the place. The place where the slaughter plant supervisor’s voice wells up during his description. The tunnel continues through to a new room, but inside, encased in industry, invisible except on blueprints and design plans, something happens: the bird is blasted with hot steaming water, beaten by rubber flanges so its feathers fall off in ragged clumps; it is cleansed at an existential level, until on the other side of this tunnel the chicken emerges into a new room, now a decapitated, drained thing, all white pocked skin, a whizzing gleaming globe of meat racing forward on the line. There is a phase shift. The floors are now bloodless, men and women in white smocks stand at green plastic counters, and the whole area radiates with the high, reassuring notes of chlorine. “That is the precise point they go from living thing to food. You watch it happen,” he says, his voice breaking—as into tears—but not in the remorseful or guilt-ridden sense; in the I am blessed and witness to the miraculous sense: “They come out and they are no longer an animal. They are food now.” It is a fundamental rite of civilization, a moment where industry mimics the god, but rather than breathing new life into dust, a different consecration occurs, of sucking life out, an act of not just absolving murder but erasing the possibility.

			A very similar process occurs in the retail store. Those deboned bulk chilled chicken breasts—or Granny Smith apples, or long fillets of frozen salmon, or whatever other food you want to imagine—arrive to the stores in their cardboard boxes, vacu-sealed in a marvel of plastic packaging, and when you click your box cutter down and reach to take them out, they cease being food. Another transformation has occurred; they are product now. Merchandise. SKUs. Listen to the retail managers and assistant managers talk among themselves: the word “food” doesn’t come up; it is an irrelevant, unhelpful, even illogical way to discuss the work of a grocery. To these men it is always product. And so in the same way the fecal shrieking bird ceases being an animal and becomes food, an item within the grocery matrix loses its identity as food and becomes product. It is liberated; its transformation is no less critical to the project of civilization. Now it is defined by the cubic inches of its packaging, its price per unit, and the velocity of its sales. It is not until much later, the moment the customer comes pushing their cart down the aisle and reaches out for that Styrofoam tray, that our chicken becomes food again. It is a tenuous thing, but suddenly it has a new owner and a new meaning; now it will be eaten, and everything that matters about it has changed to reflect that fact.

			Detailing these pivot points isn’t just a weird exercise in categorization or linguistics. These shifts have material effects. As a culture we do a generally excellent to overzealous job thinking about food, a highly conflicted job thinking about its origins in the natural world as a living thing, and spend almost no time thinking about our groceries as retail product. It is simply elided in our brains, in our arguments, and in our attempts to intervene in the system as advocates. The men and women who work in the grocery industry do not actually speak another language when they discuss food, but the words they use refer to parallel attributes in the same thing.

			And when you start digging into precisely how the people in grocery think, you find one thing open and waiting in the center: the maw. That voracious, devouring hole we feed three to thirty times a day, swallowing and salivating and stuffing, ceaseless in its demands right up to the point we lie in a hospital bed and it gets temporarily assisted by a polyurethane tube. The maw to me, like the sun above interfacing with the chloroplasts below the leaf, is more than just a mouth: it is a secular revelation, a complex of destruction and creativity, anchored in need. It is the sensory cells of the gut. The neuronal charge to acquire. The curiosities, comforts, and cravings we convince ourselves are necessities. It—like the Vedic concept of Self/self—comes in the universal as well as the personal, each of our unique pie holes mere tributaries to some more tremendous vortex right at the heart of the human project. And it is this maw more than anything that animates the wonks in the grocery back room, poring over their spreadsheets, deciding how to stock our shelves. More than greed, health, altruism, grocery wants to serve. The fact that we make serving that need so complicated, the fact that it ends in the contradiction that is the Whole Foods fish counter, beautiful and vile at the same time, should not be an invitation to scorn the system—or ourselves—but an opportunity for introspection and perhaps even growth. And ultimately it should upend our perception of grocery to remember it isn’t about food, it never has been about food—food is the business of eating—grocery, we’ll see, that’s completely different; it’s the business of desire.

		

	
		
			
				PART I

			

			Salad Days at Trader Joe’s

			
				These days, it’s not enough to simply produce fruit; one must obtain fruit that is beautiful . . . good taste is not necessary—just beauty, gloss, and size. They are really more intended to dazzle the eye than to satisfy the palate.

				—Gustave Rivière, writing in 1894

			

			The Fourth Gibson Is Always Doom

			Light glissando up the piano by the bar followed by the obligatory tapping of a single high note. A song has come to the end. This is late Friday afternoon, October 1965, at the Tail O’ the Cock restaurant. Joe Coulombe, thirty-five, the smartest man in the room and just about every room he walks into, has gone jelly inside. Something bad is up. His friend and business partner, Merritt Adamson Jr., is mumbling, trying to gum up the courage to spit out some previously memorized line. The moment passes, and instead Joe watches Merritt lift a shy finger to the waiter, and order a fourth round of Gibsons.

			The Tail O’ the Cock is a weird Hollywood amalgam: English country-style restaurant, brown shingles, cozy fireplace, but rounded out with a grand piano and red leather booths. It is the type of place with a hat check next to the coat check, and cigarette girls with big hair and big smiles, where waiters have to do double duty during the holidays climbing up on the roof to put out reindeer and elves. A place that shells out for the best boozy Santa Claus in all Los Angeles to roam from table to table, creating roars of glee from the kids. It is white tablecloth and white people, excepting the attendants, casual old Hollywood magic that has somehow crept into the mid-1960s, frequented by Bogart and Gable, Bette Davis and Bela Lugosi. It is always swimming with booze, especially during the lunch hour.

			Joe and Merritt meet there every month on a Friday. Always three Gibsons, always in the late afternoon. At this point, Joe is the owner of a small fleet of convenience stores, the Pronto Markets. They are folksy endeavors, staffed by men in red-and-white-checkered shirts that Joe buys from Sears on his weekends. Merritt owns the dairy that supplies Joe’s milk. Theirs is the quintessential symbiotic grocer–supplier relationship. Merritt’s cows keep producing and he needs to off-load the product quick. His business, like most dairy of the era, is anchored in home delivery—about 250 men running five hundred daily routes, six days a week. They’re profitable lines when everything goes right: a threshold of housewives opt in, the route pays for itself; the milkman gets a middle-class job, and every bottle sold over threshold is lucre. But for the last five years, the business has turned sour. Routes once studded with every home on the block are now spotty. Refrigeration has gone mainstream and suddenly everyone demands their milk at seven a.m., no earlier, no later. Joe’s convenience stores are both savior and drain here, their convenience the reason people are dropping home delivery, but their steady customer base offering Merritt a new venue to off-load product.

			Merritt’s dairy, Adohr Stock Farms, is the nation’s largest: five thousand golden Guernsey cows munching on Pacific foxtail and purple needlegrass in the hills above Santa Monica. Although positively puny compared to the milking operations of 2020—those massive industrialized compounds with 100,000 cows shuffling around in dust—in 1965, Adohr’s size is a liability. It produces more volume than Merritt can reasonably sell. Worse, the Guernseys themselves are trouble. As a breed, they eject an especially rich and creamy milk, about 30 percent fattier and 10 percent more queer looking: the gold in the Guernsey is the result of beta-carotene giving it an odd orange hue. For years, this combo marked the Guernsey as premium. But America’s taste buds are changing; skim is the new rage, and so buyers across the industry are turning toward the less fatty, chalk-white milk of the Holstein.

			The fourth Gibson arrives. Like all fourth Gibsons, it signals doom. Merritt gulps his down in silence.

			Joe looks up at the man across from him suspiciously. Merritt Jr. is a bit of a golden Guernsey himself: blocky, wide shoulders, shy, with cud-chewing cheeks. He has the friendly reaching insecurity of the heir who knows he does not live up to the ambition or intellect of his forefathers, but who also—unlike them—might be a decent guy.* His face is perpetually flushed and a little sweaty.

			Finally the gin hits home. Courage sloshing around his brain, Merritt blurts it out.

			“Joe, I’ve sold Adohr. And I’ve sold it to Southland.”

			Both men know exactly what that means. Pronto Markets are going extinct. Joe, who used his entire life savings to buy the chain just three years ago, who is currently leveraged up to his nostrils in debt, and who has a pregnant wife and two young children to feed in a newly purchased home, understands that if nothing changes, he has, at best, two years before bankruptcy.

			

			—

			Southland is the parent company of 7-Eleven. The great rapacious Slurpee from the South: all Texas bravado, menace, and oil-backed capital, expanding like a rash over the map. Joe knows it well. He started his career studying it and opened Pronto Markets in its image. It’s entirely fair to say his life in groceries up to this point has been a finely tuned study of Southland’s 7-Eleven, cautiously riffing off it.

			Born in Dallas from a series of ice docks, Southland invented the concept of the convenience store whole cloth. If that sounds absurd, get used to it. Innovations in grocery skirt an intellectual line where, on one hand, they seem so blindingly obvious you can’t tell if it’s abusive to true ingenuity to use the term “innovation” at all, or, on the other, whether they only appear that way because they have sprung so completely from the consumer unconscious that their absence is unthinkable once they are here.

			Either way, it wasn’t always thus, and in order to understand the behemoth that is Southland Corp in 1965, the innovation that is the convenience store, or the trajectory of Joe C.’s career, it is necessary to step back a moment to examine something even more primal to customer satisfaction than convenience. Comfort. In this case, a few cubes of ice amid the concussive heat of a Dallas summer.

			Ice might feel like a modern luxury, but it’s not. The Chinese have cut and stored it since at least 1000 BCE. The Romans kept it in covered pits, using horse-drawn carts to haul giant chunks down from the Alps. And in America, throughout the entire nineteenth century, there was a raging multimillion-dollar industry dedicated to manually carving up the small lakes of the Northeast, prying out giant blocks, hand-packing them in sawdust, and shipping them all over the world from Mexico to Calcutta. Ice was big business. The mammoth cubes were then stored in local depots, subdivided, and delivered straight to customers’ homes via “the iceman”—a man who occupied no small amount of lore among housewives and their worried husbands, a man who would dutifully cometh, always bearing pleasure.

			Southland was, in the verbiage of our times, a disrupter of this preexisting industry. In 1890, it opened the first ice manufacturing plant in Texas, using the new technology of refrigerants to artificially freeze water that it then sold at its own proprietary chain of “ice docks.” These were little more than elevated roadside stands to which husbands could trot their mule-drawn carts while a team of young men filled their order: hacking the ice, wrapping it up in blankets as insulation, and sliding the whole package right off the dock onto the waiting cart. Think of a full-service gas station, but before either cars or the pump.

			The convenience store came to Southland in 1927, when John Jefferson Green, a fifty-five-year-old iceman, had a new realization about the Dallas summer. Nobody wanted to move during the brutal midday, much less trot up to a loading dock, so Green decided to broaden his hours to stay open longer during the margins of the day. Say from seven a.m. until eleven p.m. His customers appreciated the gesture. And when a neighbor lady rolled up to his dock one evening—after the general store had closed—and wished aloud that he could give her a quart of milk, the request stuck. He sought out an executive at Southland. If Southland would stake him money for milk, eggs, and bread, he’d sell them cheap, as a service to his customers, and they could split the profits.

			The convenience store burst forth.

			Even though the returns for Green’s personal store were modest, the executives at Southland realized that replicating the service across all forty retail docks they controlled would be substantial. More, it complemented their summer business, providing a year-round core that allowed the ice docks to stay fully staffed, rather than frantically hire seasonal workers. And it diversified Southland from the ice business, which was rapidly losing its utility status, as freezing technology advanced, creating much lower barriers to entry.

			The chain grew quickly, gobbling up Texas’s ice docks and transforming them into food retailers. To wrangle all these sheds under a common name, and to emphasize their unprecedented accessibility, it was suggested that if all owners agreed to longer hours—à la Green—the chain could be called 7-Eleven. The label stuck. Giant pylons were driven into the ground with the number “7” and the word “ELEVEN” written across them. By 1951, it was Texas’s largest retailer of beverages, milk, and bread, operating just under one hundred stores, earning $72 million in annual sales.

			By 1965, with Joe sitting sot-faced in that red leather booth, it is a juggernaut.

			Southland will open 398 new stores in 1965 alone, and by the end of the decade, another 2,261 more, collectively blowing through a billion dollars in sales. In contrast, since founding the Pronto Markets chain in 1957, Joe has opened about one new store a year, and teetered toward bankruptcy several times.

			Merritt has not only sold Joe’s sole source of milk and ice cream, he sold it to a competitor a thousand times greater in wealth. And this above all is why Joe knows he is doomed. Then, as now, convenience stores are essentially a real estate game. The best locations at the best rent determine the best profits in a business where everyone is selling essentially the same items. And real estate has only one rule: he with the biggest balance sheet wins. No sane landlord will side with a little guy like Pronto when comparing their lease applications to Southland. To add insult to injury, Joe had staked himself to a strategy of paying premium wages to his employees to attract the very best, a strategy that anyone who has ever visited a 7-Eleven knows intuitively and reflexively the chain has rejected.

			And so, soaking with gin, foreseeing certain ruin, Joe responds the way only the greatest of entrepreneurs can: he holes up in a cabin with his wife and kids for a few days, then gets on a plane and flies as far away as possible.

			The Genius of Joe

			Joe isn’t a handsome man, though it occurs to me quickly upon meeting him there is something far more compelling than handsome going on here. He is plain, a little goofy, even, with drooping aviator frames on a head as bald, speckled, and blooming as a white-cap mushroom. His voice is about three octaves deeper than his thin frame has any reason to suggest. The effect is grandfatherly to the extreme. He uses phrases like “every simple bastard” and “a bunch of kooks” and laughs at his own jokes in a bona fide chuckle, which is to say, with an easy, self-amused, reflective roll, as if he’s astonished by a world so weird as to provide him this type of fodder. His eyes widen frequently but not theatrically. He leans in; he listens. He points out accepted industry-wide lies, calls his friends and competitors out on casual racism and sexism, and checks his own exaggerations immediately. He is the quintessential non–bullshit artist. And it is an art, this straight talk to the extreme. It is active and participatory and evoked from you, often despite you. Long before Silicon Valley titans strode into board meetings in hoodies and jeans, Joe was showing up to his financing meeting with Bank of America in the 1950s wearing tennis shoes and a plain white button-down with a Hussong’s Cantina T-shirt blaring through underneath. He always got the money. In conversation, he employs the wink. And it is the rare wink that actually brings you closer, creates a channel of confidence eye to eye rather than feeling even remotely sketchy, forward, or hokey. It’s infectious. But it’s not a skill you should try to pick up; or at least, it went promptly sideways on me when I attempted one with a cabdriver after our first meeting. It is clear—in interview after interview with his former employees—he is ready to back up any random request with personal action. Joe never met a shelving unit he wasn’t ready to install himself. He would often—long after expanding to double-digit stores—get down on his belly with a screwdriver to do just that. His wife once tells me, “This man is not a snob,” and although a definition in the negative, and pretty damn limited, I underline it with black ink about fifty times and it strikes me as just about the truest thing anyone ever says about Joe. Which is to say, Joe might not be handsome, but he projects decency and integrity with a physicality that is striking in the same way extreme beauty strikes you. He projects this decency in a manner that I suspect he would agree is completely disproportionate to his actual integrity and decency; it is a quality he would call “an angle” that he can draw upon or “play” in negotiations. And his acknowledging this gulf only adds to the sense that he is fundamentally sound—grounded, even—about his foibles.

			It all meant that, within minutes of meeting him, I liked Joe quite a bit. But I also didn’t wholly trust that I liked him, or at least I recognized that it came attached to a very perceptive man who is much more capable than just likable. Joe is a man frequently described as a genius by other very smart men. When asking his employees and competitors and industry observers about him, I hear the word “visionary” so many times, it becomes wearisome. I hear he is brilliant. Incredible. Wise. Grown men tell me they are awestruck. Chilled. Giddy in his presence. Executives who worked for him, stuffed C-suite dullards of the grotesquely self-confident variety, will drop all pretense and describe wanting to wake up early in the morning to race to work because they can’t wait to hear what Joe has to say. They tell me that he has a photographic memory. That he can read 1,200 words per minute. That he adds, multiplies, or divides lists of figures in his brain quicker than they could even scan them. That he knows the names of all his employees, and their spouses’ names, and their dates of hire, and their birthdays and wedding anniversaries. But beyond all this awe—the steel-cage memory, the gymnastic cognitive quickness—the genius of Joe that impresses me most is his ability to project this integrity and decency when he wants to. He keeps you guessing exactly where the line lies between calculating businessman and wholesome self-taught founder in a way that allows almost everyone who meets him to underestimate his abilities yet simultaneously afford him huge amounts of respect. It is an awesome talent. Especially in a business built on negotiation, trust, and quick, decisive deals.

			It is also the exact talent that has come to define the brand that shares his name, the products it sells, and the cultlike community of consumers drawn to them. Trader Joe’s, just like trader Joe, has perfected the ability to project integrity while simultaneously offering a very similar class of mass-produced goods that its competitors offer. It is no accident that the real dynamite deals at TJ’s have always been in the frozen aisle, or the canned goods, the jar of cookie dough spread, or the bacon-cheddar-flavored popcorn, those hyper-packaged exemplars of mass consumption that achieve the most special aura of all by appearing on Joe’s shelf: decency.

			A side effect of this is an image of him as CEO that many of his rivals, and a few of his successors, have bought into: that of a rube blindly pawing his way forward, stumbling and getting lucky, perhaps not so different from the way you or I might do it if we inherited our uncle’s grocery store chain and decided to make a go of it, operating less from some strategic master plan, more out of our own image and sense of delight. And yet it is clear, once you get under the hood, this is exactly wrong. Joe may have stood on some tall shoulders, but he saw further than any man in groceries before him; by 1967 he had successfully envisioned the consumer of 2017; by 1978 he had perfected a strategy for private labeling that has come to dominate the industry, even as competitors are still playing catch-up trying to understand and mimic it. He did this meticulously, through hundreds of pages of internal documents—he called them Theory Papers—whereby he forecast cultural shifts, currency fluctuations, and educational trends and drew on philosophical tracts, military planning strategy, and ecological theory to predict consumer habits and supply-side shifts during perhaps the most molten time of the twentieth century.*

			“He leaves you,” his wife, Alice, tells me. “Nowadays people think, oh, he’s just an old spacy guy. But I’ve known him since he was eighteen years old and he’s always been that way. He goes deep into a thought. Something he’s read. He’ll go back and reread it while you’re here in front of him. Certainly when he was putting together Trader Joe’s he’d go off in his brain and put all the things together. Then he’d sit down and write a Theory Paper with his findings.”

			

			—

			
			His exodus—first to that cabin in Lake Arrowhead, then afterward via plane—was the product of precisely that type of deliberation. In 1965, one month after the damnation of Pronto Markets, Joe disembarked in St. Barts in the Caribbean with its white-sand beaches and lapis-blue water. The trip was the opposite of panic. It was a move into mental white space. A wealthy friend of his father-in-law had offered the family unfettered access to an isolated beachside house. It sat on a private beach at the far southern tip of the island in a region at that time completely undeveloped. Joe felt it was almost a cosmic opportunity. He had never taken an international flight before, didn’t have the money for a vacation, but he knew he needed distance to see things properly. Convenience retailing was dead to him; Southland’s entrance made it clear it was an opportunity simply too good for his financial resources. Instead of trying to compete with big players, he decided he needed to move sideways, to create. He had sixteen stores under his control at this point, and their physical frames, leases, and employees represented the only constraints on his reinvention. And so Joe began to study, immersing himself in the history of the industry. The house in St. Barts sat on the edge of a cliff. The veranda was lined with hanging basket chairs. Joe would sit in them all day long, floating in the trade winds, rum and soda in hand, reams of reading material piled around him, and do absolutely nothing but think about the grocery store.

			From Ape to Man

			In the beginning, there was the general store, center of the retail world. Selling dry goods alongside clothing and hardware, the general store has about the same relationship to the supermarket of today as a baboon does to a human. About two-thirds the size of a convenience store, it was typically staffed by two to four male clerks, working for a dollar a day, dressed in vest and tie in more urban areas—like Kansas City—or just overalls and a hat in a slightly more agricultural one—like Yonkers. The clerks would wait on customers individually from behind a counter. Everything for sale was on display but untouchable: the walls jammed with boxes of clothing, boots arranged soles out, a hanging basin or two. On the counter, big jars filled with Imperial Cookies, coffee, crackers, and tobacco. Next to them, a balance scale ready for measuring grain. Beyond that, the “drug corner,” opium, rhubarb, laudanum, turpentine, in little vials. And on the floor, barrels: flour, sugar, molasses, and dried fruit. Fresh produce was scarce and exclusively seasonal.

			Perishable food was available, although the specifics were highly regional. The meat market was probably the most common of these purveyors. Meat streaming down from the ceiling, sausages layered thick like beaded curtains against one wall, against another, whole birds—strung by their feet, heads off—in a wide range of sizes. Below the birds, hanging thick and rectangular like wooden shutters, pork ribs, cut in blocks. The counter here would be low and covered in pale hardwood, functional for chopping, unlike the chest-high operation at the general store, and decked out with a decisive-looking cleaver, about the width of a man’s face, along with several other slender knives for deboning, trimming, and picking. Next to the knives, little steel enameled pans for the vitals: the eggplant-black kidneys and mollusk-like chicken hearts. The whole place was a mess of flies, buzzing away, always landing on the meat except where ammonia or other preservatives scared them off. And in the center of it all, the butcher: white apron over jacket over tie, probably with a mustache the size, shape, and ferocity of a shoeshine brush. Next to him but lower, the resident cat to kill the menagerie of rodents who coinhabited the place.*

			These two pillars of grocery life were rounded out by smaller venues depending on the size of the community, perhaps a corner fruit store, or maybe a “spa” with a soda fountain and candy in glass jars. Cities often had a public market, stalls of vendors selling to different classes of citizens at different times of day. And, on the periphery in every community, a jumble of horse-and-wagon peddlers rolling around, hawking specialty items like exotic fruits (e.g., bananas), baked goods, and milk courtesy of the milkman.

			Bargaining and haggling were common. Prices were typically unmarked, and clerks would almost always charge wealthy customers more for the same item, though usually by giving them access to first-cut produce or fresher meat. With every item located behind the counter, the uneven quality that marked every shipment allowed natural price tiers to develop. The indigent and poor would be allowed to buy the rot everyone else had passed over for pennies.

			Once a price was settled on, transactions at the general store were handled almost exclusively on credit. This in turn created a fierce loyalty to particular stores. In rural areas, families might shop daily but settle up only once or twice a year. For farmers, this typically coincided with harvest. Obviously the massive reliance on credit put everyone in a very precarious place. One early supermarket owner remembers his father’s general store going bankrupt when the boll weevil destroyed local cotton crops for three years straight. His customers simply couldn’t pay him for the food they had already purchased. But this reliance on credit also fostered a natural connection to the agrarian economy. The grocer was linked to the farm by more than mere happenstance of the product he was selling; the farmer’s economic success determined his own.

			

			—

			Our current shopping experience arose from this premodern retail soup less from a singular stroke of insight and more in the same halting fashion of biological evolution, several loosely connected shifts coming together to create a real change.

			The first of these was technological. Forget the invention of the wheel. When it comes to technology that we assume was omnipresent and everlasting, what about the box? Paperboard, the handmade precursor to cardboard, only began to be used for commerce in 1817. Prior to that, cartons and vessels existed, of course; wine had been stored in amphoras since the Greeks, apples in giant wooden barrels, but these were burdens for trade to overcome: heavy, ungainly, expensive.

			Then, in the 1850s, corrugated cardboard: paperboard folded vertically in arches and smooshed between two horizontal planes like a sandwich. The interior curve gives the material a disproportionate strength. And so inside every flap of cardboard is the science of the cathedral, ten thousand vaulted arches distributing compression, allowing pulp to transcend into something lightweight, rigid, and, above all, cheap. It is the stuff of revolutions.

			Its first use is in giving structure to gentlemen’s hats. Quickly thereafter, it is adopted for shipping boxes, though the first of these requires a clerk to meticulously fold the cardboard around a wooden frame. It is slow and cautious work, item by item, until, in 1890, Robert Gair of Brooklyn begins to manufacture precut, easy-to-fold boxes. The effect on the grocery store cannot be overstated: regular shipments of products suddenly make economic sense. Producer and retailer become connected in a far more consistent manner.

			Alongside corrugated, a similar revolution occurs on the level of the individual product. The flat-bottomed paper bag matures into its own during the Civil War when cotton is in short supply. A series of advances in canning allows the preservation of food to move from fragile, expensive glass jars to cheap and hardy tin. Card stock, the thinner brethren of corrugated, used for cereal and cracker boxes, is perfected on the industrial scale. Where containers were once handmade and laborious creations, they can now be pumped from conveyor belts: separate, individuated, and eager to take on whatever identity their labels give them. By 1900, the shift is momentous: packaged food is responsible for one-fifth of all manufacturing in the United States.

			Modern life does not exist without this shift. Directly from the box springs the brand.* From the brand the advertiser. From the advertiser, perhaps, ourselves. One of Robert Gair’s first clients was the National Biscuit Company, aka Nabisco, of RITZ Crackers and Shredded Wheat fame. The impossibly perfect so probably apocryphal story about their early negotiations illustrates the power in packaging: after putting in an order for biscuit boxes, Robert Gair’s son tells the befuddled company “You need a name” to put on the otherwise bare box. Nabisco takes him literally and Uneeda Biscuit is born, the name slapped against the cardboard. It becomes a blockbuster. The original packaged-food fad. By 1900, Nabisco is selling more than 100 million packages of Uneeda biscuits a year. A product previously sold only in anonymous bulk is differentiated by nothing more than a throwaway name. Nothing on the shelf of the grocery store will ever look the same.

			All these individually wrapped products beget something even more precious to us. Choice. As synonym for control. In a world without boxes lit with insignias, colors, and slogans, there is little need for a consumer to touch anything. It’s all the same. But suddenly, with cardboard boxes flying off the factory line, the greedy tentacles of customer demand are excited; they head to the general store and request particular products. They grow suspicious of the clerk behind the counter: Is he substituting, swindling, or otherwise shortchanging us? This suspicion is then weaponized by manufacturers. Suddenly America is awash in advertising lauding the package as proxy for security, as barrier against tampering or fraud. Buying Kellogg’s replaces buying cereal, Crisco comes for lard, and Pepsodent captures toothpaste as consumers are urged to seek out brands they can trust.

			The result, in 1916, is the next lurch toward the grocery store of today. Self-service. Clarence Saunders, a classic American eccentric self-taught businessman and loudmouth southern gentleman, alternately described as “one of the most remarkable men of his generation” and “essentially a four-year-old child playing at things,” designs a store where customers can touch the merchandise themselves. Retail operators across the nation declare his experiment lunacy. But it turns out this is the type of apostasy Americans love.

			Born a reedy, intense, and dirt-poor country boy in Amherst County, Virginia, Saunders spends his first few years in the tobacco fields and decides that a life there is intolerable. His salvation is groceries. At the age of fourteen, he drops out of school to begin an apprenticeship: room and board and a $1 per week salary to stock the shelves at a local general store. Soon he graduates into the role of a “drummer,” something of a proto–retail consultant, calling on rural stores on behalf of wholesalers and offering them advice on how to stock their merchandise. In the process, in and out of dozens of stores, he becomes obsessed with efficiency. The general stores he sees are sluggish, backward affairs: the food is stocked haphazardly and a single clerk is often mobbed by dozens of women all trying to put in orders at once.

			He decides he can improve on this.

			In particular, Saunders is inspired by a new type of novelty restaurant called the “cafeteria.” If we want to think about the introduction of the supermarket as a birth, the cafeteria was foreplay. During the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, John Kruger builds a temporary American “smorgasbord” restaurant where patrons can peruse a series of different options. In 1898, Childs Restaurant in New York riffs on this structure, giving each customer a tray and asking them to walk single file down a line selecting their food from various steaming pans. The result is a sensation that sweeps across the country. Career male waiters in their starched white uniforms are out, their job now easily done by just one or two perky young women.

			In Saunders’s vision, the grocery store could become an even more fully realized version of this setup. Customers would enter single file, pick up a basket, shuffle through a turnstile, and then head down a winding one-way route that would guide them past every item in the store, anticipating the hell of today’s Ikea by about fifty years. The path they were forced onto would pass only heavily branded prepackaged goods—items that could speak for themselves and didn’t need a clerk to recommend them—which customers could size up, fondle, select, and replace to their heart’s content. Finally, after winding through the store, the line would empty out at a bank of checkout counters where the customer could choose the shortest line and pay.

			It was an inverted assembly line with the customer as belt.

			And like the assembly line, it would reduce labor costs, cutting overall staff, and allow the owner to hire largely unskilled workers to do little more then fill shelves. One day, watching beady-eyed piglets charge a trough, Saunders decides the piggies are laughably similar to customers charging an overwhelmed clerk. In honor of all his piggy little customers, he names his new store the Piggly Wiggly.

			In 1916, just three years after Henry Ford introduces his more famous assembly line, Saunders begins to turn this vision into reality. He designs the store himself, right down to the fixtures. He writes the advertising copy in the most flamboyant style. At the grand opening, he hands roses to all the women with red hair.

			At the time, loss from theft was almost 6 percent, so unlike conventional markets of the era, Saunders decides to separate entry and exit points. Pictures of the first Piggly Wiggly are filled with obtrusive steel fencing surrounding the turnstiles, evoking a prison yard rather than food mart, preventing shoppers from nabbing an item and running. The entire effect creates the modern retail dynamic. Passing through the turnstile, the customer enters an unconscious bargain: you are invited in to frolic among the abundance, but expected to pay in the end.

			Shopping is suddenly a far more personal act. It is an exercise in selection, an opportunity to demonstrate the skill of choice. For the first time, customers can use all this conscious sifting as a vessel for meaning: saving money becomes an act of loyalty for family, picky acquisition a sign of concern for health, and the decision to buy your child a more expensive but longed-for item an act of love. And, of course, as reward for undertaking this new effort, we get the impulsive treat. Perhaps a plucked grape snuck on the way through produce, or a new-fangled chocolate bar studded with freeze-dried raspberries nabbed at checkout. A moment to puncture all that arduous judgment with a sneaky little delight.

			By 1930, there are more than 2,500 Piggly Wigglys stretching across the land, and Saunders is a millionaire several times over. As he begins building a gargantuan pink marble mansion for himself in downtown Memphis, replete with an indoor swimming pool, ballroom, bowling alley, and pipe organ, the story of the grocery store leaves him to take one final leap. It takes everything Saunders uncovered about personal choice, and blows it out in that perfectly American fashion where bigger is better and biggest is best of all.

			This is the supermarket. It comes to lifelong grocer Michael Cullen as if in a dream, and then grips his brain like an obsession. Cullen is working at the then midsized chain Kroger, managing a fleet of stores in southern Illinois. Like Clarence Saunders, Cullen is a lifer. Born in Newark, the child of Irish immigrants, he saw the general store as one of his few options and enlisted in grocery at eighteen. In 1929, after serving more than thirty years in the industry, working his way up from clerk to central manager, he is seized by a new vision.

			His plan was as simple as it was inelegant. Take Clarence Saunders’s self-service and expand. Cullen wanted to build stores that were “monstrous in size,” locate them just off the downtown, and then use the power of volume to sell goods cheaper than customers had ever seen before—cheaper than they could even conceive as possible—to create a buying frenzy.

			“I would be the ‘miracle man’ of the grocery business,” he prophesized before opening a single store. “The public would not, and could not believe their eyes. Week days would be Saturdays—rainy days would be sunny days, and then when the great crowd of American people came to buy all those low-priced and 5% items, I would have them surrounded with 15%, 20% and in some cases, 25% items. In other words, I could afford to sell a can of Milk at cost if I could sell a can of Peas and make 2¢, and so on all through the grocery line.”

			This is the blueprint.

			He drafts a letter to the regional vice president of Kroger, of almost fantastical specificity, laying out the cost of construction, the number, type, sex, and salary of his employees, the precise number of items the store would sell, along with projected profits and details for expansion up to a fifth store. All while displaying the deep self-righteous confidence of the messianic capitalist: “Can you imagine how the public would respond to a store of this kind?” he asks the vice president. “It would be a riot. I would have to call out the police and let the public in so many at a time. I would lead the public out of the high priced houses of bondage into the low prices of the house of the promised land.”

			He ended the letter with a call to action. He’d “never been so confident in my life,” he crows. “This will be the biggest money maker you have ever invested yourself in. . . . What is your verdict?”

			The verdict from Kroger was to reject him.

			And so he did it himself. When his request for a meeting was denied, Cullen resigned his position and moved back east. In just a few months, August 1930, he opened the first King Kullen grocery store at 171st Street and Jamaica Avenue in Queens. His tagline: “King Kullen, the world’s greatest price wrecker.” To announce the store he took out a gargantuan advertisement—a four-sheet spread that did little more than list prices up and down the page.

			His success was immediate and as monstrous as his stores. Every prediction rang true. Nobody had ever seen anything like it. Thousands lined up for the cheap prices. Newspapers covered the openings like sporting events. Housewives reported feeling faint, dizzy, and flushed from the options. Others worried aloud about getting lost inside the expanse. In just two years, Cullen had opened stores in seven more markets. By 1936, he had doubled that number, and was preparing to expand nationally, when he suddenly dropped dead at the age of fifty-two.

			Imitators ensured his idea lived on. They came with names like Big Bear, Giant Tiger, Bull Market, Great Leopard, announcing their size and price-chopping ferocity with a zoological zeal that puzzles the modern ear. These stores took Cullen’s insight and continued to inflate. Adding in-store mascots and costumes, parades and pullout advertisements, each trying to pile up merchandise into ever higher displays of abundance. It was the supermarket as circus, and customers drove from fifty miles away just to tour these stores like an attraction.*

			The notion, unchanged, would dominate the industry until the end of the century. Where there was exactly one such store in 1930, a spot-check in 1934 found ninety-four supermarket-style stores already operating. Just two years later, a similar survey found that number had skyrocketed to 1,200 supermarkets. By 1965, every grocery store was a supermarket. Michael Cullen found the essential formula, the only issue left was to see how far you could push it.

			“Mass! Mass! That’s the key idea and we must never lose sight of it,” I. M. Baker explains in a trade magazine in 1941. “We must display more . . . Here is plenty of me take all you want now.” And so mass it was. Cullen’s 1930 store that housewives worried about getting lost in was just 6,000 square feet. By 1940, the average store had ballooned to 9,000 square feet. By the end of the 1950s, that average had doubled again. Today a Costco or Walmart can easily reach 200,000 square feet, a retail environment that could no doubt cause genuine physiological harm to a housewife from the 1930s suddenly transported to its looming halls.

			Along the way, there were minor tweaks. Sylvan
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