
THE FURROW ˚ 27

FROM SHOP TO SHORE
B Y  S T E V E  W E R B L O W

Food trail links farms and food along Oregon’s coast.
In just a few short miles, Ore-

gon’s North Coast links forested 
mountains, grassy valleys, and 
the rocky Pacific shoreline, the 
whole tapestry stitched together 
by winding rivers. The area’s food 
scene is linked just as tightly, with 
farmers, fishers, and chefs bound 
together by local bounty and their 
deep love of the region.

All the way. Visitors to the 100-
mile coastal strip from Neskowin, 
Oregon, to Astoria at the top of the 
state’s map can experience those 
connections through the North 
Coast Food Trail. Like many farm 
trails across the U.S., the North 
Coast Food Trail connects the 
pasture to the plate in a string of 
farms to visit. But it goes further, 
linking the Pacific to the plate, 
too, tying in oyster beds, fish mar-
kets, restaurants, and more.

“It’s beginning to end. It’s the 
start of that process all the way 
to the table and into people’s 
mouths,” says chef Jake Burden 
of Offshore Grill in Manzanita.

From its start in 2018, the North 
Coast Food Trail was about break-
ing down barriers—rural/urban, 
natural resources/tourism, and 
producers on both land and sea.

Nan Devlin, executive director 
of the Tillamook Coast Visitors 
Association and architect of the 
North Coast Food Trail, says the 
idea was her reaction to a regional 
strategic plan promoting tourism. 
Though there are nearly as many 
dairy cows as people in Tillamook 
County and about 500 farms there 
and in neighboring Clatsop Coun-
ty, the plan overlooked them. 

 “It had outdoor education. Won-
derful. Cultural heritage. Wonder-
ful. But not a word on culinary or 
agriculture,” Devlin recalls. “I 
thought, ‘My goodness, I’m liv-
ing in a farming utopia, a seafood 
utopia. How did this get missed? 
We are all working in silos.’”

Sixty farms, fishers, processors, 
restaurants,  and hotels signed on 
the first year. The next year, Sun-
set magazine named it “a foodie 
road trip you can’t miss.” 

The broad approach of the 
North Coast Food Trail reflects 
the diversity of the North Coast 
economy, notes Derrick Josi, a 
fourth-generation dairy producer 
in Tillamook whose TDF Honest 
Farming YouTube channel has a 
global following. He points out 
that his school friends were as 
likely to come from fishing or log-
ging families as from farms.

“A lot of times, the ag commu-
nity wants to stand on its own, 
and we’re such a minority of the 
population,” Josi says. “It’s not 
like we’re 40% of the population 
anymore. You’re going to have to 
start bridging and finding people 
you can ally with and realize that 
their success is our success.”

Hub of the hub. Devlin quick-
ly allied her tourism efforts with 
Food Roots, a Tillamook non-prof-
it dedicated to supporting a resil-
ient, equitable local food system.

After more than a decade of be-
hind-the-scenes work with farm-
ers and hunger issues, Food Roots 
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opened a retail shop on Tilla-
mook’s Main Avenue in 2018. The 
Food Roots Marketplace quickly 
became a shop window for local 
farms and the Food Trail.

“We’re almost like a local-food 
visitor center,” says Lauren Sorg, 
Food Roots executive director. 

“Restaurants buy from us, local 
farms sell to us, and our staff car-

er-run delivery service with a 
new, refrigerated van that makes 
weekly loops in Tillamook and 
Clatsop counties and runs to Ore-
gon’s largest city, Portland.

“Almost everybody who was 
delivering was delivering to the 
same people on the same days,” 
says Devlin. “It was the equiva-
lent of 4 full-time people a week.”

ry so much information in their 
brains about opportunities for 
engaging with farms or local food 
or restaurants. It’s a great physi-
cal location to really increase the 
Food Trail’s visibility.”

Food Roots is more than just 
a storefront. The organization 
helped round up grants and re-
search that culminated in a farm-
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This page. Oregon’s North Coast has a wild feel. Opposite (clockwise from top left). Debbie Downie has crafted 
sausage and jerky at Debbie D’s for more than 30 years. Jared Gardner at Nehalem River Ranch. Stocking shelves at 
Food Roots’ Tillamook shop. Ben Jacobsen, founder of Jacobsen Salt. Former logger Todd Perman of JAndy Oysters.
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Above. Lauren Sorg 
of Food Roots was 
instrumental in helping 
farmers create a 
consolidated delivery 
service, saving hours of 
precious time weekly. 

Above. Premium local 
tuna from Jeff Wong. A 
Food Trail sign graces 
The Salmonberry in 
Wheeler. Meridian chef 
John Nelson says fishing, 
foraging, and sourcing 
locally “feeds my creativity 
and curiosity.” Evaporating 
Netarts Bay water for salt. 

The van sits proudly at Nehalem 
River Ranch, where Jared and Hillary 
Gardner raise pastured beef and pork 
on 100 acres of bottom ground, and co-
ordinate the consolidated deliveries 
while thinking of new ways to create 
a rising tide that helps their neighbors. 

Their farm manager’s goats bleat in a 
shed. Bees buzz in hives whose sloped 
roofs drain 90-plus inches of annual 
rainfall. An acre of flowers farmed by 
a local family glows with color.

In fact, I gain by having a community 
of producers. The flower farmers are 
bringing their own community to the 
table and bringing eyeballs to their 
project, and maybe those people want 
beef or pork or honey, too.”

Jeff Wong of Garibaldi took a sim-
ilar tack. He returned to the coast to 
launch a new career in fishing after 
years in the tech industry. He was 
frustrated that his sushi-grade, fresh 
catch was devalued by being lumped 

“We have the land base to support 
up to 4 or 5 other families to make a 
full-time living,” says Jared Gardner, 
a former banker who says providing 
some land, or space on his website, is a 
way of paying forward guidance he re-
ceived from ranchers when he started. 

“If we have an asset—real wealth—in 
our community, how could we share 
it so that everybody wins from it?” he 
asks. “There’s no loss. It’s not a ze-
ro-sum game. I don’t lose anything. 

in by processors with frozen fish gath-
ered over days by big trawlers. And 
he was appalled that local chefs of-
ten waited days for deliveries of fish 
caught just offshore but processed in 
high-volume operations hours away. 

Wong got into the processing busi-
ness in 2018. Community Supported 
Fisheries serves local foodies with 
regular shares of the catch just like 
community supported agriculture 
(CSA) farms do. CS Fisheries also sup-
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Below. Local right down to the garnish, Jake Burden’s Dungeness crab cakes are a North Coast showcase. Burden at 
work in the Offshore Grill kitchen. Freshly formed crystals capture the essence of Netarts Bay at Jacobsen Salt.

plies restaurants and wholesale 
accounts with fresh, local fish.

In Netarts Bay, Todd and Tamra 
Perman bridge farming and sea-
food with their JAndy Oyster busi-
ness. They seed pepper-grain-
sized oyster larvae on sandy beds. 
In 12 to 18 months, the oysters are 
ready to harvest. As Todd and his 
crew sort their shellfish, locals 

and tourists alike belly up to their 
raw bar for a taste of the bay.

Ben Jacobsen provides another 
taste of Netarts Bay—huge, glint-
ing pyramids of Jacobsen salt 
evaporated from bay water.

It all comes together on the el-
egant plates served by chefs like 
John Nelson at  the Meridian 
Restaurant at Headlands Lodge 

in Pacific City or Jake Burden at 
Offshore Grill, early supporters 
of the North Coast Food Trail who 
continually promote the bounty 
of local producers.

“The better you see them doing, 
it makes you feel good because 
you’re seeing their dreams grow,” 
says Burden. “And that’s what it’s 
all about. It’s about community.” ‡


