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Text
Encinitas, 30 miles north of San Diego, is a beach
community; a southern California town of sand and surf,
and flowers - the self-proclaimed flower capital of the
world.
For three generations the Ecke Family has bred
poinsettias, supplying up to 80% of the world market.
Just north of their Encinitas ranch they’ve developed the
Flower Fields --- a springtime attraction which draws
150,000 visitors a year.
The story of flowers in Encinitas begins with Paul Ecke,
Sr. Escaping from fast growing Los Angeles, the Eckes
moved to Encinitas in 1923. Starting with 40 acres, the
dream was to make poinsettias everyone’s Christmas
flower. And to make Encinitas a home for flower
growing families.
Times were much slower then, but it was quite rural. It
all changed of course when World War II came. What
we wanted to do was to bring other growers to the
community so we would have some support.
We had a good life at the time of the war. My dad had
already been president of different chapters of the
Japanese American Citizens league. Of course he was
visible, very visible. So we were like the first family to
leave Los Angeles, and the camps weren't even really
ready yet.
When we came back after the war at first my dad worked
as a fry cook, and one of his really good friends was
managing a gardenia place, and he said 'if you want to
take over that business, you can try that.' And that's how
we got into the flower business.
So my father was able to convince the Tayama family to
come down from Los Angeles, and Tamie and Joe are
still operating the greenhouses and growing orchids.
He just wanted to start this ball rolling, of having
Encinitas be the flower capital of the world.
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The reason we came down here of course was that Paul
Ecke Sr and Jr said 'Oh come down here Bob. The
climate is perfect, we get lots of hours of sunshine, the
water is good.'
When we first came to Encinitas it was part of the
county, we weren’t a city. It was rural, beachy-rural,
which was wonderful…raising children and raising
flowers.
Well I think originally the part about this business was
that it was small business, and that it was all families.
Even the retail florists. It was family.
Managing a business is one thing. But in a family
company knowing when to hand over the reins is
something else. Each generation has to adjust to new
leadership and new ways of doing business.
My mother is very fun, very creative, disorganized.
Ideas stream out of her head one after the other, and we
have to contain her and say, ‘Okay, out of those six
ideas, which one are we gonna pick?’
Most of the time we just divide up who feels like doing
something, who’s gonna be the better one. And some
times there’s a bit of pushing and shoving where we’re
trying to push the job off on the other one.
Mary came into the business because – she loved it, all
the kids loved plants – but she wanted there to be a
Weidner after Bob was gone and after I’m gone
someday.
My father wanted to be involved in all the decisions. I
had to then determine if my son were to come back that
we’d figure out a way that I wouldn’t be in his way too
much.
My dad was more of a one-man show. You know, I don’t
want to say dictator, because it wasn’t a dictatorship, but
it was more like that.
Yes it is quite a challenge to move from one generation
to the other if, particularly if the older person is still
physically around.
Officially Paul Jr. retired in 1991. But he was always
eager to meet the public and brag a little bit about the
newest poinsettia variety. For the Eckes, the key to the
future is having 50 new kinds of poinsettias in the
pipeline.
The market is about 75% red, and the other 25% is now
made up of white, pink, marbles, and the newest one,
which some would call purple. It's called plum pudding.
Women seem to like this. The problem is that our
customers are growers, who we send the cuttings to, and
they haven't got it yet.
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customers are growers, who we send the cuttings to, and
they haven't got it yet.
Hey we got our set all decorated Kevin, it looks great.
Yeah, it's a lot of fun, I love this time. These are all
poinsettias from the Paul Ecke ranch. He raises these
wild poinsettias, tames them, and brings them here.
Nature is so unpredictable. We cross a white flower with
another white flower...I wasn't expecting all the hybrids
to be pink, but they were. And they were a vibrant pink,
a pink I've not seen. When you think you know what
you're doing, nature always shows you you don't.
We'll look at ten thousand seedlings, of which we might
pick 100 for the first year. By the second year evaluation
we're down to 10, and then when we look to see if it will
grow across the nation, we're down at one or less.
These are like family, like friends, each one has
character. And so you have your - even though you don't
make it known to the plants - you have your favorites,
you know, things that actually attract your eye, and
there's something about that. You know, in people you
call it charisma.
We don't sell our plants. We throw them out after the
season's done, after they've shown us all of their glory,
and I can't be in the greenhouse for that. It's thousands
of plants that need to go to the dumpster, and I go into
the greenhouse and see that it's getting started, and I
leave, because it's just too hard to take.
Have shovel, will dig. (Mark: 'What are you digging
today?') Pansies. What else? My wife told me to come
here. (laughs)
One of the first things my father did was to plant a small
field of pansies. My parents let me dig some of the ones
that were obviously seconds, and I would take these
boxes of pansies to school; I was in the second grade.
And I was a scrawny little ugly blond rat of a brat of a
kid, but I sure did love those pansies.
We can go ahead and start looking around right now
then?
You can look now, yes.
I can drool.
Are we gonna hear the ringy dingy dingy up there?
I'm gonna be up there.
You have to wait until 9:30 and then they ring a bell...
The rules are that 9:30 is when you can dig.
You can't dig before, so we've staked out our places.
I've been here since 8.
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Five, four, three, two, one, GO! (rings bell) Happy
digging.
That's the kind of roots they get. That's why those
pansies dig better, grow better than what you get
squeezed in a little four-inch pot, because they've got all
those roots, they're already going.
The selection's been good. I'm running shy on the
whites, I'll have to buy more next year. I have people
sneaking in to the other side, so I'm not quite sure what
we're gonna do there.
(Humorous exchange with person digging pansies that
are off-limits.)
I'd sooner have pansies and nurseries than houses.

Evelyn counting down,
beginning pansy dig
people digging pansies

I've been here since '75, it's really sad, it's really sad.
Because we were just talking, this property has just got
to be worth so much now, and yet they've kept it as a
greenhouse.
I don't know how much longer they're gonna be able to
hold out, the property I think is just too expensive.
(Mark: 'How many did you get?')
Um, 27, 27.
(Mark: 'Did you leave any good ones behind?')
I tried not to.
(Mark: 'Did you really buy 80?’)
Yeah, we did.
(Mark: ‘What are you gonna do with them?')
Well, some of them are going to our garden club, and
some of them are going to shut-ins, and some of them are
going into our gardens.
Our business was threatened, that they might actually say
we couldn't be here anymore. And so I decided that I
needed to pull out all the guns I could. And so I head
down there at retail, I had my little sign and my
clipboard, and my pieces of paper and the addresses,
asking the customers to write to the city council here.
And I told them not to be hostile. You know, I said don't
be...some of them were. They said, 'If you dare to shut
down Weidner’s, we've been coming here, my kids have
been coming here since they were little, and how can you
even think about this...' But it was an interesting
experience to see how the customers came to our rescue.
We've had that contract with the float builders
since...well my daughter's almost 50; she rode on the
Rose Parade when she was four years old. That's what
bails us out every year, the Rose Parade, and if we ever
hear that maybe they're gonna cancel it we get very
hysterical. We just cut and pack, and we don't care if
they're perfect or not perfect, it's4the color...the lavender
and the white, and we just tube them up and then they
go.
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hear that maybe they're gonna cancel it we get very
hysterical. We just cut and pack, and we don't care if
they're perfect or not perfect, it's the color...the lavender
and the white, and we just tube them up and then they
go.
JJ, maybe you can work on the floats next year.
Some traditions, like the Tayamas and the Rose Parade
and the Weidner’s pansies, hang on. But for the Eckes
it’s time to change. They’re moving their poinsettia
cutting production to Guatemala.
It's too expensive to build product here in the United
States, both with labor costs, regulatory issues, and the
big one for us is energy. Down in Guatemala, we spend
about a million dollars less on utilities than we do here in
Encinitas, and so that's a big number and we can't ignore
that.
Like we would pay industrial rates, which I think are
comparable to prices for electricity for poor areas.
Down in Guatemala they don't coddle people like they
do here, and I'm not saying that's bad, it's just different.
We have a human resource director. I mean, my guess is
there isn't a lot of human resource issues down there,
because if you don't like somebody you fire them and get
the next person.
(translation from Spanish)
We have 900 employees. The workday is 7am till 4pm.
(translation from Spanish)
We're poor. We have to watch what we spend. It's
enough for the basics...nothing more. I have three kids two girls and a boy.
They work five full days. The sixth is a half day. The
seventh day is free. There is no union here. We’re
trying to keep the people happy. I don't think they're
thinking about a union because of the effect [they have]
in Guatemala.
('Are you paid well for what you do?') Yes, that's true,
it's ok.
(Pay is $1.12 an hour.)
If you've been down to Central America, you know that
there's a whole different approach. But we've taken the
position that we need to do more than what's expected
down there. We're doing the same thing we do here in
terms of pesticide safety, and then worker safety all the
way around.
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terms of pesticide safety, and then worker safety all the
way around.
There's no set policy about women working in the
greenhouse if they're pregnant. They can still work in
the greenhouses. We follow what you call the label, the
directions, and if the label prohibits it, then we
wouldn't...but so far we haven't had any issues with
people either complaining or having actually babies that
had any problems with pesticides.
Back in Encinitas, growers are much more tightly
regulated than in Guatemala. There are federal, state and
local authorities, not to mention community watchdogs
like San Diego Baykeeper. That’s not the way it was in
the old days when Paul Sr. was running the show.
I don't think he ever did anything malicious or illegal or
immoral, but he was somebody that, you know, he
wanted to get things done...and like a lot of farmers wish
it was today, where you could push dirt around when you
wanted to push it around, and you didn't need to go
through a nine-month environmental review process.
I'm an attorney for San Diego Baykeeper, a San Diego
based non-profit environmental group concerned with
water quality around San Diego County. We pay
particular close attention to the city of Encinitas because
it has a large grower community.
The greenhouses here in town have largely been
overlooked in the past. And we're really concerned that
the high level of recreational use creates a significant
risk for those people, being in a growing community like
Encinitas.
We have a lot of people in the water every single day.
That of course means more people have the potential to
get sick or to be affected when we have water quality
issues spring up.
There's concern that greenhouses, if they do allow
runoff, that it can eventually get into the ocean and
possibly cause some problems.
The water here goes down our little stream and goes
directly into a pipe system that empties out into the
lagoon. It's not treated. And that's a problem. We don't
like that and obviously the government doesn't like it.
So we're all working on each little individual thing that is
required; it’s fascinating. Again it worries us because it
has to be done in a certain time frame and they always
make it sound like we're gonna shut you down if you
don't.
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don't.
We follow the rules absolutely to the letter, if we make a
mistake it’s an absolutely inadvertent one, we don’t
smuggle in any stuff, you don’t find us out there
spraying in the middle of the night, tempting as it might
be.
It's just natural that people complain about any time
they're being regulated, any kind of regulation. I actually
hear them venting about other problems more than our
problems that we tend to give them. Our primary role is
really safety, pesticide safety.
Years ago I can remember that they would spray in the
greenhouses with a cotton suit and a helmet, a hard hat,
and just hold their breath as they went in there, and they
would back out spraying as they went. Now the person
that I knew that did that, who did it for a job, for a living,
he lived to be a ripe old age and it never hurt him. But
that's obviously something we know better about.
I usually pull up to the greenhouse, I'll peek in the door
and see what's going on in there. And if I see a pesticide
application, I'll make notes to myself about what the
person was wearing, if there was any possible problems
that I noticed right off, and usually if I can get their eye
I'll kind of wave at them and have them come over and
talk to me.
I personally don’t speak Spanish, but we do have quite a
few inspectors that do speak Spanish.
(translation from Spanish)
Ten years ago there was an incident. Ten
women…..spraying…the supervisor forgot to put up the
sign. We went in Monday morning and got headaches
and dizzy, and saw lights. They were taken to the
hospital immediately.
(translation from Spanish)
We don’t have good working conditions. The work is
very hard. The work is very heavy for a woman. When
it’s hot the temperature is 95 to 100 degrees. I’ve
worked there for 20 years. I earn $6.54.
Hard working employees have increased productivity,
and chemicals have helped too. But not enough. Today
larger companies like the Eckes are looking to biotechnology for 21st century flowers.
But in fact agriculture has changed, and agriculture now
starts in the lab.
We all know that biotechnology has had its PR issues.
We believe that putting that technology perhaps in
flowers first might be a good ambassador for that
technology. Who knows, maybe somebody that comes
7 perhaps controversial,
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flowers first might be a good ambassador for that
technology. Who knows, maybe somebody that comes
up with something really cool, but perhaps controversial,
will put it in a poinsettia first, let that go on the
marketplace, people get comfortable with it, then it goes
into food or some other crop.
What's now happening is that genes from a fish are being
put into a tomato, genes from a scorpion being put into
corn, genes from bacteria or a virus being put into
soybeans, and those soybeans then ending up in up to
60% of all of our food.
Gene swapping is not an unnatural thing. Even in nature,
genes jump from organism to organism. The gene of an
insect might work its way into the DNA of a plant. Most
of the poinsettias that are grown and that we have in our
homes over the holidays are produced up north of San
Diego, here in Encinitas, at the Ecke Ranch. And we've
spoken, for example, to Ruth Kobayashi, about the
possibility of making these genes available to try to
improve the poinsettia plants. So we're very excited, but
it will take a collaboration between Idun, which is a
human pharmaceutical company, and other companies,
like Ecke for example, who are focused on the
agricultural, and know everything you need to know
about how to get the most out of a plant.
To say that a lab is not agriculture is wrong in our
opinion. Now some people in the community felt that a
big industrial-looking building was not agriculture
because, you know, they were used to looking at a horse
pasture.
I live in this city, and I work in this city, and I vote in
this city, and I don't want that building. When I moved
in here, we looked at the specific plan, we looked at
communities that we wanted to raise our family in. And
there was nothing in there about an industrial park on the
street that I moved in to.
What is wrong with your neighbors? How could they
object to that project? It's the most upbeat project we've
ever had a chance to have in Encinitas. There'll be
educated people there, their children will be doing well
in school. They just....they couldn't believe it. And I
think that the city council representing everyone in
Encinitas should not be moved by the few neighbors that
knew people who do object to everything once they get
here.
Unfortunately, what tends to be the ultimate growing
area for a plant tends to be the most favored by a person.
People want to live here.
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area for a plant tends to be the most favored by a person.
People want to live here.
The pressure from real estate development is what has
killed many growers in the United States. We've seen it
over and over and over again.
No, no, no. Yeah, we don't want to sell. Talk to the
kids...when we're dead and gone come back.
We're really kind of at the end of the greenhouse period.
The houses that they're building around us, they're all
going for a million dollars. So when you figure out how
many orchids you have to sell to equate that… we're not
too long for the growing.
The transformation of this development is very
interesting. One of the parcels was a flower operation,
and we actually had greenhouses on the property which
we had to take down, as well as a warehouse. I'd say the
average price of our homes are around $950,000. We
started at $835, and we will probably be in the million to
a million-two price range by the time we get through.
At one point, I think our family owned the land all the
way from the eastern edge of Legoland all the way to the
ocean. In the last 10 years we've developed that, because
we didn't need that for outdoor farming anymore, but we
did keep the flower fields and they are still in bloom as
we speak.
The Encinitas Ranch project is a total of approximately
850 acres. What we ended up with after several years of
planning and community workshops and working with
the city is approximately 1,061 homes.
I have a personal thing with the grandson of
poinsettia...of Ecke's...because they've sold out, once his
grandfather passed away. That's why I boycott
Legoland, but it's my personal thing...because he sold it
out.
We weren't outside people that came and developed and
left. We were here, we developed, and we're staying
here. And our grandchildren are here. And so, at least
that's the way it is right now.
In Encinitas today there’s 50% less land for agriculture
than there was just 20 years ago. The outlook for
smaller, family growers is not good. Businesses are
closing. Greenhouses are disappearing.
Like anybody else, you need to make a profit or at least
something decent at the end of the year. And if you're
not making that, and somebody comes along and offers
you X amount of money for your land, it makes sense to
sell that land and move someplace else.
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sell that land and move someplace else.
The truth of it is, eventually most of the growers will
move.
I don't know about the future. You know...I don't know
about it. It's kind of like a losing battle I suppose. But I
don't know.
I can't really speak to the nursery name Weidner's. It's
not going to continue on after me because I don't have
children.
Anybody who owns a business always should have an
exit strategy. At least that's what all my friends in
business tell me - 'What's your exit strategy, Paul?' And
I always say, 'You know what, I don't really have an exit
strategy, that's really not the Ecke way. The Ecke way is
to pass it on to the next generation, and that's your exit
strategy.' And even then you don't really exit, you still
stay here and work until you die. That's how it works in
our family, in our situation. But no, I think that to be
completely 100% honest, you know, I think I'd be lying
if I wouldn't say that if somebody offered me the right
amount of money I'd have to seriously consider it.
Would it be difficult? Sure it would, because of the
family legacy, the family issues...I mean, I wouldn't
enjoy telling my dad about that quite frankly.
(Paul Ecke, Jr - 1925-2002)
It was a nice service. It was a real celebration of his life.
We're gonna miss him, but ah...we're gonna carry on
here.
You know, our son Max is 8 1/2 now. We're driving
along and out of the blue he said, 'Hey Dad, is the ranch
gonna be mine someday?' And I said, 'Well, I don't
know. Do you want it to be?' And he says, 'Yeah.'
(credits)
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