volume, but of his corporate mission.

After taking leave of the company in 1991
to become the executive vice president and
CEO of the American Spice Trade Associa-
tion, he returned to the family company in
1994, adding a consulting division. Today,
he devotes much of his time working with
government and nongovernmental organi-
zations to facilitate the international spice
trade in ways that benefit producers—many
of them quite small and located in some
of the world’s poorest countries—as well
as consumers.

Many people don’t realize, Furth says,
how many of our spices are harvested by
small farmers around the globe. In Grena-
da, for example—among the major suppli-
ers of nutmeg—nutmeg trees appear most
often in small groves in family backyards.
“They’re not massive groves like you think

The Life of Spice

made out well. “A lot of the Albanian sage
was taken to Turkey where there were
some very sophisticated cleaning opera-
tions. And the Albanians were losing any
ability to capture the value-added,” Furth
says.

In working with the organizations, Furth
hopes to help Albanians, who are much
poorer than their Turkish neighbors, keep
as much income in Albania as possible,
chiefly by developing their capacity to pro-
cess spices.

“We’re helping with their post-harvest-
ing handling—which is from the time it’s
gathered in the mountains to the time it
goes to the exporter. This includes mak-
ing sure the goods are cleaned, han-
dled, and dried properly, and kept free of
contamination.”

It’s an especially important development

Imports of spices into the United States have steadily increased in recent years. Here are the top
five countries that export spices to the U.S., and the main spice that each exports.

TOP FIVE EXPORTERS TO THE UNITED STATES

Values for 2010 in thousands of dollars

India $161,751
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Mexico $64,486

B Dried capsicum (peppers) $16,157
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of for tree nuts in California,” says Furth.
“And this is the case all over the world.”

For the past 10 years, Furth has been
working with the U.S. Agency for Interna-
tional Development and the Dutch inter-
national development organization, SNV,
on joint projects in Albania, the source of
75 percent of the world’s sage, as well as a
main source of medicinal and other herbs.

Sage is rarely cultivated, but instead
grows in the wild. The harvesters are pri-
marily villagers. “They get up very early in
the morning and they walk up the moun-
tain, often with a donkey,” says Furth. They
pick the herbs which are then collected by
aggregators back in the villages.

In the past, neither the gatherers, who
are paid by the sack, nor the aggregators,
who sell the raw, dirty sage to processors,

initiative because, says Bernd Fischer, a
professor of history at Indiana University-
Purdue University Fort Wayne, “agriculture
is one of the only sustainable aspects of the
Albanian economy.” Fischer, who special-
izes in the Balkans and advises a number
of U.S. government agencies on Albanian
affairs, says there are hundreds of projects
like the one Furth is working on that con-
tribute to the development of Albania’s pre-
dominantly rural population.

For consumers, the benefits are no less
important. Spices that aren’t properly han-
dled can contain dirt, twigs, dead insects,
animal feces, salmonella or E. coli. Even
though spices are used in small quantities
and generally cooked at high temperatures,
says Furth, when it comes to contamina-
tion, “you never want to take a chance.” @

ALUMNI GAZETTE

In the News

HEATHER HIGGINBOTTOM '94
NAMED TO WHITE HOUSE POST

President Barack Obama has named
Heather Higginbottom '94 the deputy
director of the White House Office of
Management and Budget. Higginbottom,
who served as Obama’s national policy
advisor during his presidential campaign,
was deputy director of the White House
Domestic Policy Council from January
2009 until beginning her new post in
January. A political science major at
Rochester, Higginbottom began her career
in national politics and policymaking as a
legislative director to Sen. John Kerry of
Massachusetts.

ROB BARRETT "88E: ‘AMERICA’S
NEXT COOKING CELEBRITY’

Rob Barrett '88E, host of the YouTube
cooking show Cooking for Dads and
author of a cookbook by the title, won the
America’s Next Cooking Celebrity contest,
sponsored by Better Homes and Gardens
last October. The contest requires par-
ticipants to upload a video of themselves
preparing an original recipe. Barrett was
one of two finalists invited for a cook-

off in the magazine’s test kitchen in Des
Moines, lowa. He won for his red pepper
and sausage pasta.

ROBERT BRENT ’48, ’53M (MD), ’55M
(PHD) WINS NATIONAL HONOR
FOR LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT

Robert Brent 48, '53M (MD), '55M (PhD),
'88 (Honorary) has been selected for the
National Physician of the Year Lifetime
Achievement Award by Castle-Connolly,
the publisher of the America’s Top
Doctors series. Brent heads the Clinical
and Environmental Teratology Research
Lab at the Alfred I. duPoint Hospital for
Children in Wilmington, Del., and is the
Distinguished Professor of Pediatrics,
Radiology, and Pathology at Thomas
Jefferson University in Philadelphia. A
specialist in the environmental causes

of birth defects, Brent has conducted
research and counseled pregnant women
for more than 50 years. Castle-Connolly’s
physician-led research team received
hundreds of nominations for the award
from fellow physicians, selecting Brent as
one of two winners for 2011.
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