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Student Start-up offers tastes of North Carolina

Franklin Street is a legendary spot to many in the Triangle area. It is known for its good eats, such as the

more upscale, Lantern, and the never-can-you-go-wrong Mediterranean Deli, and, maybe more often,

famous for when it floods with local celebrations of sports victories. Franklin St. is both historic and

authentic.

However, in recent years, chain stores and restaurants seem to be entering the Franklin St. scene. From

Waffle House to Mellow Mushroom, these restaurants hope to benefit from the college culture that fuels

Franklin Street. Nestled between the Princeton Review and Goodfellows Bar, there is another new shop,

one that may not have caught your eye.

Roote is unlike many of the recent additions to Franklin Street.

 

“The store’s focus is on promoting North Carolinian products that are natural, organic or sustainable,” says

David Coggins, the Executive Director of the local startup-business. From the jars of relish resting on the

shelves to the crunch of the samples of toffee that nearly melt in your mouth, even to the futon in the

corner. (While its angles may be intimidating at first, once you take a seat the engineering is downright

comfy.)

The products span the shelves, celebrating North Carolina’s diverse geography. The ingenuity is abundant:

Hot pickles and spicy mustards, delicious jams and cheeses, and even the surprising, smoked trout jerky.

David tells me that, “not only do the products taste good, they are good for you and your soul.” There are

stories and traditions that are tied to each of the products. Knowing these stories, he says, allows you to

have a much deeper connection to each individual product.

One such story comes from a three-generation dairy farm a little over 20 miles away from Roote itself.

The Cultured-Cow Creamery is “an environmentally conscious kosher, farmstead dairy.” The farm strives to

promote a sustainable type of farming and dairy production, one that can be replicated throughout the

world. The farm is home to not only a bovine specialist and an expert cheesemaker but a rabbi too, and

each team member helps with the process of turning their cows’ milk into the delectable cheeses offered at

Roote’s shop.

Meanwhile, another story comes from just a couple streets over. Samantha Cheek Swan started Cottage

Lane Kitchen, which specializes in relishes – and, with product names such as ‘Get Me A Switch’ and ‘Cape

Fear,’ you can tell there is a story behind them. Using all natural products, Samantha now replicates her

great-grandmother’s recipes right on her stovetop.
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In a simpler sense, this is Roote’s mission, to tell these people’s stories.

* * *

How Roote grew its roots

Roote has been an ongoing project for the past year and a half. Burt’s Bees (which is headquartered in

Durham, NC) commissioned the project. Their hope was to find a way to reinvent retail so that people

would be more passionate about the cause behind the products they were buying.

In the fall of 2012, this idea was presented to the UNC Business School. Through a class, students

constructed the business model for Roote. In the spring semester, Roote became a joint venture with the

Journalism School - which offered a course on developing a brand around this business model. David

Coggins was a senior enrolled in this class, and that semester became thoroughly invested in Roote. The

course developed a brand, as well as physically built the space that is now home to Roote. By the end of

the semester, the intellectual property was bought and the business was ready.

“A lot of hands have touched this project,” David says, as evidenced by the thorough design and detail of

the shop.

On the inside

The first thing that strikes you when entering Roote is its sheer simplicity. The design - a combination of

curtained-off partitions, wooden flooring, and natural lighting - parallels the all-natural products sold in the

shop. Second you may note a theme buzzing along its walls, which is due to the shop’s environmental

theme: Colony collapse disorder. A mural along the stairway up to Roote’s second floor space highlights

Bee’s crucial role in the food system. In the shop, along the shelves, small placards describe the connection

bees have to each product displayed in front of you.

Since Roote is a non-profit, all proceeds made will be given to students that work in the store as well as

charities and local organizations that support research on colony collapse (or other research initiatives

dependent upon which theme Roote is exploring). Plus, the store is not necessarily tied to this theme on

bees. In fact, it is dynamic in that, “maybe in a year there is another cause that the store wants to take on

and support,” David says.

The third part about what makes Roote different from other retail experiences is how the retail is displayed

and sold. Every product is available for sampling at a central counter space. And, if you enjoy what you

sample, you can purchase any of these products right in the shop. Additionally, Roote is capable of shipping

any of these products directly to you. This is where they believe they can minimize much of the waste that

they find is involved in retail. Through in-store sampling, you know just what you’re getting - no surprises

(except maybe the surprising kick of the Cape Fear relish by Cottage Lane).

Roote’s Future

At this point, Roote operates on a pop-up basis. On Saturday home football games (find the schedule here)

the store is open two hours before the start of each game and closes three hours after each game is over.

In addition, the shop hopes to make use of the space it has by holding events such as workshops and

seminars. Just last week FLO Food, a UNC student organization committed to educating students about the

food system, held a screening and discussion of Food Mythbusters’ newly released short film on

advertising’s effect on food choice, right at Roote.
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Finally, through outreach events Roote hopes to rally college-aged students around the causes that Roote

supports. They hope to take advantage of the dynamic bubble that UNC, Chapel Hill and the surrounding

Triangle has to offer.

Take a look for yourself – stop by the shop on any home football Saturday, or check out their website

at http://www.rootenc.com/.

 

Claire Hannapel is a North Carolina native, having grown up in Durham.  Currently a sophomore at UNC-Chapel

Hill, she is leaning towards double-majoring in Geology and Food Studies, and is involved with the student

organization, FLO Food. Claire is an intern for Our Community Green. In her spare time, she enjoys cooking with

friends, taking naps, and hiking on local trails with her dog.
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