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New Mexico farm spices up you-
pick concept

STORY HIGHLIGHTS

 "You-pick" chile peppers are a mainstay at Joe Lujan Farms in Las Cruces
 Between August and October, the farm bustles with customers

 Okra, squash, onions, tomatoes, cucumbers and pecans are also available
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LAS CRUCES, New Mexico (AP) -- In some parts of the country, a balmy September afternoon might be
spent picking pumpkins or apples.

But in this corner of New Mexico, people have

flocked to Joe Lujan's "you-pick" farm in Las

Cruces for the past 45 years to hand-pick chili
peppers.

Nestled between pecan groves and surrounded by

desert, Joe Lujan Farms is 40 acres filled with five
varieties of chili as well as squash, okra, onions,

tomatoes, cucumbers and a small pecan orchard.

Between August and October, the farm bustles with

customers either out in the fields or milling around
the farm store, chatting as they wait for the fruits of

their labor to be roasted and packed.

Farmer Joe Lujan, 75, greets customers with a

handshake or hug, asking about their family and

health as he makes his way around the store. His
wife, Martha, seems to know every person who

comes in to register, while farm dogs Buddy and
Bandit soak up frequent pats and head scratches.

Besides the friendly conversation and relaxing atmosphere, Lujan said his farm offers customers something
they won't find at a grocery store: freshness and selection.

"They see where it's grown with their own eyes and pick it with their own hands. They don't need a sign in a

store to tell them how fresh it is," Lujan said.

For some families in this part of the country, eating chili is a daily ritual.

And Lujan has many customers who come religiously each year

throughout the season to stock up.

"We've got to have our chili -- it's our staple," said Rosalinda Martinez of
Alamogordo, who buys four 50-pound bags of hot green chili from the

farm every year.

A sweet and spicy, pungent aroma fills the air as the picked green chili is roasted outdoors on site. Pounds of

chili peppers are placed in a large, metal mesh barrel which rotates horizontally over a propane-fueled flame

for about five minutes. The flame blackens the chili skin, or peel, which is removed before the pepper is used
in sauces, stews or simply eaten whole.

Martha Lujan said on average the farm sells roughly 12,000 pounds of chili per acre, with most sales

generated through word of mouth and repeat customers. Those who can't make it here to pick their own can

order it sent to them. The farm has shipped pre-ordered 30-pound boxes of fresh or frozen green chili to

customers in every state in the country.

Joe Lujan said his family started the "you-pick" business model to save on labor costs, which can be

especially tough for small farmers. The farm used to have 100 acres contracted to a food production company

in California, but Lujan said he stopped a decade ago because the company "wouldn't pay us what we needed

to break even and make a little money."

"The 'you-pick' is the reason I've been able to do this for so long," he said, gesturing to the customers in the

field.

New Mexico has a small number of "you-pick" farms across the state, offering customers everything from

apples to raspberries to pumpkins.

Most successful "you-pick" farms are located near large cities, offer more than one commodity and have

staggered plantings in order to keep a steady flow of customers, says Terry Crawford, an agricultural business

professor with New Mexico State University in Las Cruces. Crawford said less than 5 percent of the chili
production in New Mexico goes into the fresh market, including the peppers sold at commercial grocery

stores. The majority of the chile acreage in the state is contracted out to processing plants.

"Most people who go out to pick fruits and vegetables use it as a recreational activity, so you'll get all kinds of

customers on the weekend and no one on Wednesday," Crawford said. "It's a cheap way to get exercise,

entertainment and food with little cost. The trick is getting the customer to come out and pick versus when the
crop is actually ready."

In addition to several chili roasting and packing employees, Lujan has hired a small crew of chili pickers to

harvest the fields regularly to avoid sacrificing his yields. This allows the farm to sell already picked chili and

vegetables to customers who'd rather not venture into the field.

Lujan says he stays in the farming business because of tradition and those closest to his heart. Joe and

Martha's youngest daughter, Lucinda, and her daughter Amanda live and work on the farm. Joe said anytime

he gets discouraged, he remembers how much his grandchildren enjoy the farm.

"Farming," he said, "is a family tradition." E-mail to a friend

The sun sets over Lujan Farms chili fields.

If you go ...
Joe Lujan Farms: 1200 Lujan Hill

Road, Las Cruces, N.M. Open every

day except Wednesdays and

Thursdays, 7 a.m.-4:30 p.m.

Shipping orders taken by phone:

(575) 526-5918.

1 of 2

| Mixx it | Share

Most Viewed Most Emailed Top Searches

800,000 without power after Gustav1

VP pick's daughter is pregnant2

Obama: Palin's family off-limits3

Evangelicals rally around Palin4

Thai PM calls state of emergency5

Oscar winner in date-rape claim6

Family finds shelter, seeks hope7

Hanna becomes hurricane; Ike forms8

RNC convention goes on9

Greek pagans in Parthenon protest10

/travel
HOME WORLD U.S. POLITICS CRIME ENTERTAINMENT HEALTH TECH TRAVEL LIVING BUSINESS SPORTS TIME.COM VIDEO IREPORT IMPACT

Weather Forecast International Edition

updated 11:38 a.m. EDT, Mon September 1, 2008

Hot Topics » Road Trips • Beijing • Taking the Kids • Travel Trouble Shooter • more topics »

Page 1 of 2New Mexico farm spices up you-pick concept - CNN.com

9/1/2008http://www.cnn.com/2008/TRAVEL/getaways/09/01/new.mexico.chiles.ap/index.html



Home | World | U.S. | Politics | Crime | Entertainment | Health | Tech | Travel | Living | Business | Sports | Time.com

Tools & Widgets | Podcasts | Blogs | CNN Mobile | Preferences | Email Alerts | CNN Radio | CNN Shop | Site Map

© 2008 Cable News Network. Turner Broadcasting System, Inc. All Rights Reserved.

Terms of service | Privacy guidelines | Advertise with us | About us | Contact us | Help

Top News

Copyright 2008 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten, or

redistributed.

All About Travel and Tourism

From the Blogs: Controversy, commentary, and debate

Teen daughter of
GOP VP pick is
pregnant

Obama says
Palin's family 'off-
limits'

Ads by Google
New Mexico land for sale
Affordable New Mexico land. Land bargains starting at $97 down.
RadiusLand.com
Fly Cheap to Chile
70% off Chile Air Ways Compare Chile Flights - Save
Chile.Airways.Asia.com
Residential Land
Search residential property for sale or rent. Find by zip or price.
search.homes.com

more most popular »
10

Stories you may be interested in based on past browsing

Baring Twin Cities' political past takes sleuthing

Star Trek: The Experience closing down

Fliers brace for changes in the air

Danes take contentment in stride

Flight

From To

Leave

mm/dd/yy

anytime

Return

mm/dd/yy

anytime

Travelers (Up to 8)

1

CNN en Espaňol | Arabic | Japanese | Korean | Turkish

International Edition | CNN TV | CNN International | Headline News | Transcripts

Page 2 of 2New Mexico farm spices up you-pick concept - CNN.com

9/1/2008http://www.cnn.com/2008/TRAVEL/getaways/09/01/new.mexico.chiles.ap/index.html


