










Appendix B
The Origins of Earthrise

A Personal History of Early Spirulina Algae 
Cultivation in the USA

Over 30 years ago, Larry Switzer, a visionary bioneer and catalyst, 
founded Proteus Corporation, in 1976 to develop spirulina blue-green 
algae as a world food resource. Proteus was funded by a group of private 
California investors, committed to the spirulina vision. Joined by Robert 
Henrikson, this team began early cultivation.

Hope for the World and its 
Children

Larry Switzer had been looking for 
new solutions. He discovered micro-
algae was 20 times more productive 
as a protein source than any other 
food. It could be grown with unused 
land and water. It was possible to cul-
tivate a pure culture on a large scale in 
many places around the world. 

Scientists discovered spirulina was a 
safe food, had been consumed for hun-
dreds of years by traditional peoples, and 
showed promising nutritional and thera-
peutic health benefits. If this blue-green 
algae were cultivated and consumed by 
millions of people, it would have tremen-
dous benefits especially for the world’s 
children and our planet’s future. It seemed 
a solution we needed. 

However, it hadn't been done yet! 
No one had successfully cultivated spir-
ulina on a large scale, produced it as a 
safe food, and convinced anyone they 
should indeed eat algae! If it was indeed 
an idea whose time had come, it was, 
nonetheless, a daunting task. 
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B.1. Larry and the ‘little spiral’.

B.2. Spirulina article by Eric 
Perlman, San Francisco 
Examiner, 1977
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Larry first tried to convince the government of Nigeria to build spir-
ulina farms along Lake Chad where it was already growing naturally. But 
at that time, Nigerians were preoccupied with developing oil. They ques-
tioned if anyone in America was eating this algae. If not, why should 
poor Africans eat it? They had a point. 

Clearly, to promote algae to the world’s hungry people, we first 
needed to demonstrate its remarkable health benefits to the developed 
world, and establish it as a valuable new food for everyone. 

Our First Prototype Farm in the California Desert
With this in mind, Larry and Robert left the comforts of Berkeley for 

California’s hot Imperial Valley in early 1977. This desert climate was 
ideal for growing spirulina, and was far from urban pollution. We were 
joined by a lake ecologist from Berkeley, Dr. Alan Jassby, who helped 
design the early systems and cultivation programs.

B.3. Our trailer.  B.4. The farm site, with bottles of live spirulina culture.

B.5. Growing up the culture in small trays and wading pools. 
B.6. Celebrating the inoculation of a larger pond.

However, innovative projects are not easy, and this was no excep-
tion. For three years this small entrepreneurial team sweated in the desert 
to build a successful farm model. Just about everything that could go 
wrong, did go wrong, and every problem had to be overcome.



In August 1977, our first farm was 
wiped out by Hurricane Doreen! This 
unusual August storm caused a one in a 
hundred year flood, and our little farm 
was in the middle of ten square miles 
submerged under 4 feet of water!
B.7. The Flood of 1977: On a raft and 
diving under water to retrieve pumps.

Should we cultivate spirulina in algae farms – 
or harvest blue-green algae from lakes?

Was this flood a message? Naturally, this setback caused us to recon-
sider our strategy. If growing spirulina was going to be so difficult, why 
not just harvest wild blue-green algae from lakes, where it’s already 
growing? We investigated the feasibility of lake harvest schemes. Once 
again, we redoubled our efforts to cultivate spirulina, for three reasons:

1. Spirulina could be scientifically controlled for a safe product. 
Natural lakes had mixed blooms of algae throughout the year which we 
could not control. Some blue-green algae, like some plants, are toxic. We 
were concerned about producing a contaminated food, and became even 
more convinced that we needed a scientifically controlled spirulina blue-
green algae farm to assure safe food.

2. Spirulina production could improve world food and environ-
mental problems. Harvesting wild algae from lakes would not likely 
develop into a global business capable of changing world food problems. 
Cultivating spirulina sustainably and ecologically meant producing food 
at phenomenally high growth rates. We believed if early bioneers were 
successful, algae farming would spread all over the world. This would 
have tremendous economic and environmental impact.

3. Spirulina could gain the support of the world scientific commu-
nity. Scientists have minimal interest in potentially toxic blue-green 
algae, such as microcystis, anabaena or aphanizomenon flos-aquae. In 
contrast, over the past 30 years there has been an explosion of published 
scientific studies on safe spirulina and chlorella. We realized without the 
support of world scientists to show the medical community reputable 
research, algae would not become an accepted world food. In fact, almost 
all reported medical and health claims made for blue-green algae are 
based on 20 years of scientific research on spirulina.
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Building the Second Prototype Farm
We asked our investors for more funding, relocated, and started a 

second farm. Ron Henson showed up to help with construction. Ron 
eventually became Operations Manager of Earthrise Farms, and later 
Sales Manager for bulk spirulina and Vice-President of Earthrise 
Nutritionals.

B.8. Second farm in 1979.  
B.9. Larry Switzer, Bruce Carlson, Ron Henson, Robert Henrikson.

B.10. Ron working on a paddlewheel station.
B.11. Attaching paddlewheel blades.

B.12. A paddlewheel circulates water around a pond.
B.13. Tasting wet spirulina freshly harvested.
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B.14. Harvested paste has a mild taste.
B.15. Fresh paste and spray dried powder.

We developed larger growing ponds, tested harvesting and drying 
operations, and felt confident that we could build a commercial size farm. 
Then we began looking for a new funding source, several million dollars. 
To interest investors, we now had to prove we could actually sell algae 
to someone. We began importing spirulina, and developed a partnership 
with a Japanese company that had just begun growing it in Thailand.

Fortunately we were not alone.
Many other algae bioneers emerged around the world.

A new planetary idea often incarnates through many messengers. 
This was true with spirulina. While Earthrise was underway in California,   
other companies began cultivation around the world. Hubert Durand-
Chastel, now a Senator of France, encouraged a Mexican company to set 
up a farm in Lake Texcoco in the 1970s.

Israeli, Indian and European scientists began cultivation research. 
Others developed village scale and appropriate technology farms, nota-
bly Dr. Ripley D. Fox of France, and Dr. C.V. Sesahdri of India. Other 
bioneers emerged in their respective countries.

In 1980 in Thailand, a Japanese company, Dainippon Ink & 
Chemicals (DIC), built one of the first farms. This global company with 
$10 billion in sales and a commitment to developing microalgae for food, 
biochemicals and pharmaceuticals, was led by visionaries who were 
fascinated with its potential. Former DIC Presidents, Shigekuni Kawamura 
and Takemitsu Takahashi, were long time spirulina sponsors, and funded 
development. Heading up the program was “Mr. Spirulina” in Japan, 
Hidenori Shimamatsu of DIC Bio Division.
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Introducing Algae to the Natural Food Market
In 1978, we chose the name Earthrise as 

our trademark and symbol. Apollo astro-
nauts witnessed the first Rising of the Earth 
from the moon's surface in 1969. This pow-
erful image represents our awakening to the 
miracle of our living planet. We rediscov-
ered that blue-green algae, the original 
photosynthetic life form, offers remarkable 
health benefits to ourselves, our society and 
our planet today. We dedicated these gifts to 
a new awareness of our Earth Rising.

B.16. First Earthrise Logo.

B.17. Earthrise® tablets were first introduced 1979.
B.18. Earthrise people , 1981.

We established Earthrise as a sales company directed by Robert 
Bellows and Terry Cohen of Boulder, Colorado. Earthrise® began appear-
ing in natural food stores in 1979. Spirulina gained popularity fast. In 
1981, the National Enquirer pronounced it a magic diet pill, and con-
sumer demand exploded overnight. Many diet pill companies jumped on 
the bandwagon, and sold spirulina diet pills that didn't even contain any. 
There wasn't much real spirulina yet being grown.

The diet boom faded by 1983, but the market began to grow again 
by 1987. More people experienced health benefits from spirulina. More 
published scientific research documented its therapeutic benefits. As 
President since 1981, I sold the Earthrise sales company to DIC in 1988 
to begin a dynamic new growth phase. With a injection of financial 
resources, we rapidly expanded. By 1996, Earthrise® trademark products 
were sold in 40 countries, making it the world’s best selling spirulina.



171

B. The Origins of Earthrise

The First U.S. Production: Earthrise Farms
We built a relationship with people in DIC, as we imported from 

their farm in Thailand for Earthrise products. This unusual partnership 
between California entrepreneurs and 
Japanese corporate intrapreneurs blos-
somed. We shared a common vision of 
spirulina's coming impact on the world 
economy. Together we founded 
Earthrise Farms, the first US produc-
tion farm, as a joint venture in 1982. 
B.19. Earthrise 1984: Bellows, 
Henrikson, Ota, Hamada, Carlson, 
Shimamatsu, Jassby.

In following years, as funding was needed for expansion, Earthrise 
Farms became a subsidiary of DIC. Under the leadership of Yoshimichi 

Ota, the farm expanded in size and 
quality assurance. Dr. Amha Belay from 
Ethiopia, land of spirulina lakes, became 
Senior VP, responsible for cultivation, 
and research. Juan Chavez, VP and 
Production Manager, expanded produc-
tion to 500 tons a year by 1996. 
B.20. Chavez, Ota, Belay, 1996.
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Earthrise Spirulina Products - 1990s
In the 1990s, Earthrise Company developed an extensive line of 

spirulina based food supplements for US natural and health food stores.

Earthrise Pet and Fish Food Supplements
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Earthrise International Products - 1990s
Through the 1990s, Earthrise Company developed health food sup-

plement products for distributors in 30 countries around the world. 

1. Germany
2. Slovenia
3. Taiwan
4. China
5. Canada
6. Costa Rica
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Earth Food Spirulina International Editions
	 In 1989, Robert Henrikson authored and published Earth Food 
Spirulina. The 4th edition was published in 1997. The 5th edition was 
published online in 1999. This book is considered the most complete and 
authoritative work on spirulina and has been published in Spain (’94), 
China (’95), Slovenia (’96), Macedonia (’97), Italy (‘98), Taiwan ('99).

Spirulina Algae Video Documentaries
	 Over 30 years Robert has produced a series of movies that document 
the evolution of spirulina, from the first commercial farm in the USA to 
farms today, about the health benefits of spirulina, conversations with 
algae bioneers, algae microfarming and village farms in the developing 
world. See movies at www.spirulinasource.com.
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