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In memory of my beloved father, Howard George Paster, the one true grown-up.






[image: ]










Foreword


Had you told me about the tidal wave of interest that would burst forth from packing my 900-square-foot apartment in Brooklyn with 26 eager food swappers, I might have laughed. Had you shown me that an event that began with a Twitter exchange then blossomed into plans for a low-key swap party while sipping drinks with Meg at Roberta’s in Bushwick would become a worldwide movement, I’d have laughed again and asked if you wanted to trade me for some marmalade. That very first BK Swappers was rooted in the blossoming DIY food scene of 2010; friends, friends of friends, and even strangers flocked to bring the sharing economy back to food as we knew it. We moved the furniture out of the living room, set up a tea station in the kitchen, popped open the snacks and samples, and had a wonderful time sharing and swapping in the neighborly and communal fashion that I was so hungry for living in a big impersonal city.


Trading food is as old as agriculture, animal husbandry, and communities themselves. Bartering, specialization, and gatherings surrounding food are at the core of human civilization. A modern forum for allowing people to bring what they have and swap items one for one with each other connects us not only with each other, but also with the ingenuity (and necessity) of our ancestors. Modern food swapping allows us to share with each other in the midst of a capitalism-centered economy.


Many of our swappers in Austin, where I returned at the end of 2010, have launched food businesses and now sell their wares, but their roots in the swap run deep. There’s something amazing about not attaching monetary value to everything we do. By valuing the products we create in our home kitchens and acknowledging the inherent value in taking time to make items from scratch, we begin to feel more connected to a larger sharing economy. Those foods are consumed with the knowledge that someone put special care into them, someone you (now) know did work that you did not have to do yourself in order to eat a homemade item.


As I traveled across the country in 2011, touring for my first book, Hip Girl’s Guide to Homemaking, I was delighted to receive invites from all the new food swaps that were popping up. I attended swaps in Portland; Los Angeles; upstate New York; San Francisco; Minneapolis; Coventry, Connecticut; Bellingham, Washington; and many others. At each swap, though they differed in size, set-up, and city-related mores, the same people were drawn to this grand sharing event. The people who attend food swaps are seeking the community that is supposed to surround food.


Fast forward to now, with many of our founding swaps at or approaching their five-year birthdays, when my good friend and co-creator of Food Swap Network, Emily Han, admits new swaps weekly to the network. Swaps are taking place in the UK, the Netherlands, France, Canada, and of course all over the United States. As you explore these pages, open your mind and your pantry to the community connectivity and deliciousness in store from simply swapping.


Kate Payne


Author of The Hip Girl’s Guide to Homemaking


Cofounder of the Food Swap Network
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Introduction


While the idea of trading food is as old as agriculture itself — if one neighbor had a cow and the other neighbor had chickens, trading milk for eggs just made good sense — how did this ancient form of commerce get revived in the twenty-first century?


Kate Payne and Megan Paska unwittingly launched modern food swapping in 2010, at the intersection of the artisanal, DIY food movement and social media. At the time, Kate, the author of the popular blog and book The Hip Girl’s Guide to Homemaking, lived in a 600-square-foot Brooklyn apartment and was obsessed with making marmalade. Running out of room for all her jars, Kate mentioned on Twitter that she would be willing to trade some of her stash for other homemade foods. Megan Paska, who blogs at Farmer Meg’s Digest and has written a book on urban beekeeping, was also living in Brooklyn, where she kept backyard chickens and maintained a rooftop beehive.


Megan responded to Kate’s Tweet about trading marmalade, which led to an email exchange and then a meeting at a local restaurant where Megan swapped honey and eggs for Kate’s marmalade. At that meeting, Megan mentioned how much fun it would be to have a larger exchange; they both knew plenty of others just like them in Brooklyn making and producing their own food. And thus the food swap movement was born.


Kate and Megan hosted the first group food swap in March 2010 in Kate’s small apartment. They set up tables for sampling and swapping, and served snacks and tea. About two dozen people came. Megan came up with the idea for swap sheets, which have been a staple of food swaps ever since, as a way to organize the actual swapping. (For that first swap, Kate and Megan hand-wrote the swap cards as people were arriving.) Everyone had so much fun that Kate and Megan knew it had to become a regular thing. They began hosting food swaps under the guise of BK Swappers every other month.
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A Growing Trend


BK Swappers quickly attracted media attention, and when homemade food enthusiasts in other cities learned about the concept of swapping food, they wanted in. Portland, Oregon, was the second city to have its own food swap in late 2010, followed shortly by Minneapolis. (The Minneapolis swap, MPLS Swappers, was shut down by the local health authorities in 2011 after less than one year of operation.) The online television show and blog about food and sustainable living, Cooking Up a Story, created a video about the first event held by the Portland food swap group, PDX Swappers, which brought the concept of food swapping to an even broader audience.


That video inspired Los Angeles–based food writer Emily Han to start the LA Food Swap in spring of 2011. By this time, Kate Payne had moved to Austin, Texas, where she promptly started another food swap, ATX Swappers. That brought the number of official food swaps to five.


In March 2011, an article about BK Swappers appeared in the New York Times. After that, the food swap movement began attracting widespread national attention. Kate, Megan, and Emily were inundated with emails and calls from people wanting to start food swaps in their own cities, something all of the original food swap organizers enthusiastically encouraged. Kate created a private Facebook group for organizers to share tips and best practices. Busy promoting her first book, Kate realized that it would be far more efficient to consolidate all of the food swap organizers’ knowledge and expertise in one place than it was for her and the others to constantly answer individual queries. Shortly thereafter, in June 2011, Kate and Emily happened to be in Seattle at the same time and got together to discuss the future of food swapping. That meeting became the foundation of the Food Swap Network.


Kate and Emily created an advisory board that included Kim Christensen and Mandy Ellerton from the Minneapolis food swap, Bethany Rydmark from the Portland group, and Megan Paska as cofounder of BK Swappers. Together they began creating a website for the Food Swap Network. It took months to get the website off the ground, with Kate and Emily paying for the costs out of their own pockets. The group even launched a community fund-raiser to help pay for a graphic designer to create a logo.


In the fall of 2011, FoodSwapNetwork.com was launched. Food swaps all over the world — by this time, Apples for Eggs had started in the United Kingdom — could submit their information to be listed as part of the Food Swap Network. For food swap organizers, the site was a great way to spread the word about their group. People wanting to join a food swap could search the Food Swap Network’s listings for a swap in their area.


And if they did not find one, the Food Swap Network had tips and resources for people wanting to start their own swaps. These resources included a swap tool kit, tip sheets on how to host and how to attend a swap, what to do on the day of a swap, sample swap sheets to download, and answers to other frequently asked questions. With these resources now available for everyone to access, it was easier than ever for cities to get their own food swaps. In just over a year, food swapping had become a bona fide national trend.
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The Chicago Food Swap


When I started the Chicago Food Swap in late 2011, I had no idea that it would change my life. My interest in starting a food swap was purely selfish: I had a basement full of jams, chutneys, and pickles that I had spent my whole summer canning, much to the bewilderment of my husband and two young children. We had more jams and pickles than any one family could possibly eat — a fact that my husband pointed out every time I returned from the farmers’ market with yet another flat of berries or half-bushel of green beans.


The idea that I could trade jam and pickles for homemade foods that my family would want to eat was revelatory — it’s hard to make a whole meal out of condiments. A food swap would be a way to justify my obsession with canning, to show off my beautiful homemade creations, and to meet other people who were equally obsessed with DIY kitchen projects. Little did I know that the Chicago Food Swap would become my new passion and help launch my culinary career.


In September 2011, I read a post on my friend Marisa McClellan’s award-winning canning blog Food in Jars about the first-ever Philly Food Swappers event. Although the food swap movement was well underway at that point, this was my first introduction to the concept. I was enchanted by Marisa’s description of the varied offerings at the Philadelphia event, which ranged from the typical (jams, granola, salsa) to the exotic (horseradish-infused vodka, customized tea blends) and of how she traded jam for pumpkin bread and a bacon-chive cheese spread.


I was desperate to participate in such an event. Yet much to my astonishment, there was no Chicago-based food swap. My only option for participating in an event of this kind, it seemed, was to start one myself. But I was more than a little intimidated by the prospect. Marisa had started the Philly Food Swappers with three other food-obsessed friends, and she encouraged me to find some partners, particularly other bloggers, both to help share the work and to help spread the word about the swap. I reached out to several, including my neighbor and friend Vanessa Druckman, author of the popular Chefdruck Musings blog. Despite the fact that Vanessa had given birth to her fourth child only a few months before, she and I began meeting to discuss how to get the Chicago Food Swap off the ground.










[image: ]









The idea that I could trade jam and pickles for homemade foods that my family would want to eat was revelatory — it’s hard to make a whole meal out of condiments.




Finding a Spot


The biggest challenges in starting a new food swap are typically finding a location and finding participants. This was certainly true for the Chicago Food Swap. As bloggers, Vanessa and I felt confident that we could spread the word about the Chicago Food Swap when the time came, but finding a location was more difficult. Because we didn’t plan to charge admission (see To Fee or Not to Fee), we needed a location that we could use without paying any rental fees. As we would already be out of pocket for expenses such as printing, name tags, and other supplies, we wanted to minimize our financial burden.


We initially explored noncommercial sites such as church basements, libraries, and community centers, which food swap founders in other areas had recommended. But none of these options worked for us, either because they charged a fee or because they were squeamish about events with food, particularly home-cooked food that was not subject to any inspections or prepared in a licensed facility. (This may not be true in your area, and anyone interested in starting a food swap should certainly explore these kinds of sites.)


It occurred to me that we needed a location that (a) would derive some benefit, other than a straight rental fee, by hosting our event and (b) shared our interest in, and passion for, handmade goods. In that spirit, I identified a store in a nearby town that billed itself as an “alternative craft boutique.” Pretty Little Things in Forest Park, Illinois — which has since closed its doors — sold only handmade items, ranging from clothes to notecards. I thought that the owners of such a store might appreciate the philosophy of a food swap, which is all about showcasing homemade foods. And because Pretty Little Things did not sell any food items, a food swap would not be taking money out of the store’s pocket.


Lastly, I thought that a small, independent store might be grateful for an opportunity to bring people through its door. I dashed off an email to the owners explaining what a food swap was and asking if they might be willing to host one. To my surprise and delight, they were very interested, and furthermore, they had a large, empty basement that would be perfect for such an event.


Vanessa and I met with the owners of Pretty Little Things in the late fall of 2011. We discussed how the event would work and figured out a mutually convenient date for the first swap. We chose a Sunday afternoon because the shop closed early on Sundays. (As it has turned out, this somewhat haphazard choice established a pattern: almost all of our succeeding swaps have been on Sunday afternoons. It seems to be a good time for many host sites: either they are closed or, if they are open, it is a slow time.) Once we had a location and a date, our next task was publicity.
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Spreading the Word


One of the charming things about food swaps is that they are in-person events that are inevitably organized on the Internet and social media. Vanessa quickly created a basic website for the Chicago Food Swap, while I created a Facebook page. We pressed our own blogs and social media networks into service to help spread the word. We used Eventbrite — a ticketing website that doesn’t charge the organizers for free events — to register people and borrowed heavily from descriptions of other food swaps for our event. Being fairly social-media-savvy to begin with was one of the keys to our success in getting the Chicago Food Swap off the ground.


The Chicago Food Swap started small, as do most new food swaps. Despite all of our efforts, we had only a dozen people at the first exchange, and most of those were people we knew. But that was enough to make me want to do it again. I managed to trade a few jars of jam and pickles for delicious cookies, bread, and a drink syrup — none of which I would have made on my own. Moreover, people admired my jars and coveted them. Having spent the past few years alone in my kitchen mastering the art of water-bath canning, it was thrilling to get some recognition for my efforts from people outside my own family. Everyone else seemed to have a great time as well, and Vanessa and I were gung ho to do it again in a few months.


The second swap attracted about 20 participants. That was enough to give it a real swap feel — not everyone could swap with everyone else, and some items were in much higher demand than others. Also, there was a greater variety of items. Instead of mostly baked goods, as was the case with the first swap, there were more savory and shelf-stable items. Everyone had a great time and came away inspired. Several of the participants in the second swap were also bloggers, and they wrote about their experiences on their sites. The presence of bloggers at Chicago Food Swap events from that second swap on has been one of the factors that enabled us to grow into such a large community.
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Growing Up


For the next year, Vanessa and I held swaps every other month at sites around the Chicago area. Those events ranged in size from 30 to 50 people, depending on the location. The August 2012 swap, which featured an appearance from Marisa McClellan, in town to promote her first cookbook, titled Food in Jars after her blog, was particularly popular. By late 2012, our swaps were filling up, sometimes within days of registration opening, and long waiting lists began to form. Each event was a mix of returning swappers, some of whom had become quite religious about not missing an event, and newcomers.


When I had the chance, I always asked new participants how they heard about the Chicago Food Swap. Some had heard about it through word of mouth, blog posts, or friends; others had read about the larger food swap movement in the press and were intrigued. Fortunately for us, a Google search for “Chicago food swap” or “food swap Chicago” led these folks right to our virtual door.


The presence of bloggers at Chicago Food Swap events from that second swap on has been one of the factors that enabled us to grow into such a large community.


A strategic partnership with one of the darlings of the Chicago artisanal food scene, a chocolate company called Katherine Anne Confections, elevated the profile of the Chicago Food Swap even further. Katherine Duncan, the owner of Katherine Anne Confections, heard about the Chicago Food Swap from a mutual friend. She had recently opened up her first storefront in Chicago’s trendy Logan Square neighborhood. Katherine contacted me and Vanessa in early 2013 about the possibility of hosting a swap at her cozy shop. Although space was tight, Katherine made it work, even allowing us to use the kitchen area for people to set up their swap items.


Katherine’s background made her especially keen to support the Chicago Food Swap. She never attended culinary school but began making truffles and caramels as a hobby and over time turned her passion into a thriving business. As a result, Katherine felt a kinship with the members of the Chicago Food Swap community. Some devoted swappers who dreamed of opening their own food businesses someday used the swap as a bit of a laboratory. Katherine was living proof that those dreams could come true.


Vanessa and I were thrilled that someone as well known in the Chicago food scene as Katherine Duncan wanted to host a swap. What we did not realize, although we certainly should have, was that our association would lead to even greater exposure. The week before the February swap, the Chicago edition of Tasting Table — a well-regarded online food publication — recommended the Chicago Food Swap as one of its foodie events for the weekend.


Tasting Table was our first press mention, and it exposed the Chicago Food Swap to a much wider audience. After a flurry of last-minute sign-ups, the shop was packed to the gills, and the room had a certain buzz and energy like we were all in the place to be for that afternoon, which was, in fact, Super Bowl Sunday. Although we did not know it at the time, that event was a turning point — after its success, the demand to attend a swap went through the roof.


The April swap, which had already been planned, was going to be small by necessity; the host site was a craft boutique called Local Goods Chicago. The number of people on the waiting list for that event was greater than the number of spots we had available. People who were not able to get a spot at the April swap, which included some of our regulars, complained about being shut out. They didn’t want to wait two months to swap again, and we didn’t want to let this momentum fizzle out.
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Establishing an Ongoing Presence


By now we were holding swaps mostly in local businesses, and the largest group that most of these spaces could accommodate — leaving room for tables to display the swap items of course — was 40, maybe 50, people. Because we were limited in the size of the swap, the only way to meet the growing demand to participate was to swap more frequently. At that point, we decided to start holding swaps every month.


The Chicago Food Swap began meeting on a monthly basis in May 2013, at which time my partner Vanessa gracefully bowed out. With four kids ranging in age from eleven to one and a successful blog, Vanessa no longer had time to devote to running the swap, which was turning into a part-time job, albeit an unpaid one.


Running the swap consumed 10 or 12 hours each week. Although I was slightly overwhelmed by the amount of work required, I was extremely gratified and excited by the success of this little organization. Food swapping was growing as a national trend. The Chicago Food Swap was generating a lot of buzz and excitement locally. Running the events gave me a place in the Chicago food scene among those who were seeking to promote home food preservation, edible gardening, eating locally, and artisanal food production. The food swap became my entrée into this broader culinary world. This was certainly not my original intention, but now that it was happening, I was ecstatic.


Moreover, the community that had developed out of the swap was genuinely heartwarming. I met and formed relationships with other food bloggers, regular people who were as crazy about food as I was, and even some culinary professionals. (Several professionally trained chefs and people in the food industry are swap regulars.) Participants in the swap raved about how much they loved it and expressed their gratitude for all my hard work. Friendships formed among swappers, and people began meeting for meals and going on foodie excursions to markets and trendy restaurants. It was humbling to think that something I started on a whim had touched so many people.


I was especially proud of the diversity of the group that we attracted. There were swappers of all ages, from teenagers to grandparents. Some were bloggers who Tweeted and Instagrammed everything they saw, and some were people who barely checked their email. Swappers came from all racial and ethnic groups, and many brought traditional foods: amaranth candies and farmer’s cheese from Poland, fiery habanero salsa from Mexico, kimchi from Korea, and purple yam buns and lumpia from the Philippines. Given Chicago’s ethnic diversity, one might have expected this, but I never took it for granted.


People came from all over the greater Chicago area: young, urban swappers sharing lovingly crafted bitters and exurban, homesteading mamas with fresh eggs and foraged mulberries. We had vegan swappers and gluten-free swappers. In short, the swap brought together groups of people who might not otherwise have had any reason to meet, let alone to trade food and stories. The only thing that we all shared was a love of homemade, or homegrown, food. In a society where we tend to spend most of our time with other people just like us, the Chicago Food Swap was breaking through those walls and tearing down those silos. And it was all because of food.


The other characteristic of the Chicago Food Swap that was important to me was the way it recognized the efforts, and expertise, of home cooks. As a home cook who spent years learning to bake bread, make caramels and fresh pasta, and can jams and pickles, I often felt that my efforts were akin to a tree falling in the forest with no one to hear it. What was the point of it other than to amuse myself and enrich my friends’ tables? Food swapping changed that. It gives home cooks a community beyond our immediate circle that appreciates our skills and expertise. A food swap garners recognition — and something of tangible value — for home cooks who make exceptional food.


After a year of organizing monthly swaps by myself, I was worn out. The biggest challenge, by far, was coming up with a location every month. Needless to say, when the possibility of a permanent home for Chicago Food Swap events presented itself in the spring of 2014, about the same time that I began to work on this book, I was thrilled. A local community gardening nonprofit, the Peterson Garden Project, announced that it had taken over the lease of a large teaching kitchen on the far north side of Chicago. The goal was to offer cooking classes and other events in that space as a benefit to the local community. All I could think was: what a perfect place to hold a food swap.
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Finding a Permanent Home


The Peterson Garden Project, founded by the dynamic and tireless LaManda Joy, is known throughout Chicago for its incredible success in teaching city residents how to grow their own fruits and vegetables in community garden sites all over the city’s north side. After several years of this, the next logical step was to teach people how to cook what they had grown. Thus in 2014, LaManda and her staff sought to take over the pristine and unused commercial kitchen, now dubbed the Community Cooking School, at the Park District’s enormous facility at the Broadway Armory Field House.


The Chicago Food Swap was already well known to the folks at the Peterson Garden Project. Many regular Chicago Food Swap participants had plots in Peterson Garden Project sites, and the organization had hosted two earlier food swaps in their cozy office. LaManda felt that the mission of the Chicago Food Swap, namely to encourage homemade and homegrown food, aligned closely with her mission to promote edible gardening.


In the end, I didn’t even need to ask; LaManda offered the space as a permanent home for the Chicago Food Swap. It was a godsend. No more looking for a space each month; no more scouting new locations; no more spots that weren’t quite big enough or didn’t have quite enough display space. The Community Cooking School is enormous and has plenty of counter and display space. The Peterson Garden Project, with its impressive email list and connections to the Chicago food community, was a perfect partner, and hosting the swap fulfilled its mission of offering events that benefit the local community and helped get the word out about its classes. With the opening of the Community Cooking School in the fall of 2014, the Chicago Food Swap had greater stability and growth potential than ever before.






Since September 2014, the Chicago Food Swap has held the majority of its events at the Community Cooking School. I occasionally move the swap around to different locations, including some of our past favorites, when there is a conflict or just to mix things up. But that is the exception. The stability of having a permanent location has allowed me to focus my efforts on other things that will help strengthen the Chicago Food Swap, such as reaching out to the press and continuing to spread the word about food swapping.


The community enjoys the familiarity of a known location. Partnering with the Peterson Garden Project has also benefited the Chicago Food Swap by expanding our audience. The Chicago Food Swap continues to grow and expand, becoming an important part of the local food scene in its hometown.


Why has the Chicago Food Swap been so successful? Organizers of smaller swaps ask me this question over and over again. Food swap organizers have come from as far away as Columbus, Ohio; Ames, Iowa; and St. Louis, Missouri, to attend Chicago Food Swap events in the hopes of re-creating its energy in their own cities. Although it is hard to pinpoint exactly, I attribute our success to a combination of the city’s intense food culture; a few well-timed lucky breaks; effective use of social media and networking; and hard-core food swap evangelism. (The organizers of some successful swaps in other cities and towns identify different “cocktails” as the secret to their success.)


The point is, interest in food swapping has no geographic limitations. Every region of the country and every kind of setting, from urban to rural, boasts a successful food swap. Wherever you may be located, you can be part of the food swap movement.
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BK Swappers


Brooklyn, New York




The mother of all food swaps, BK Swappers was started by Kate Payne and Megan Paska in 2010. Jane Lerner, a freelance writer who attended the very first BK Swappers event, now runs the swap with her co-organizer, Margaret Spring.


BK Swappers puts on approximately four events a year, with an average of 35 to 40 attendees. Jane believes this is the ideal number of swappers to create a bustling, lively event without overwhelming anyone. The swaps fill to capacity, with a long waiting list. People come from Manhattan, Long Island, and even northern New Jersey.


Because it is Brooklyn, there is a misconception that those who attend BK Swappers events are hipsters making pickles in mason jars and riding fixie bikes, but Jane insists that it is not really like that. The people are nice, unpretentious, and from all different backgrounds who would not normally get to interact if not for the swap.


Jane is constantly amazed by the swappers’ creativity. Just when she thinks she has seen it all, someone brings something that she never imagined making at home. While the swap items vary widely, more than anything they reflect the seasons. Winter brings more sweets and baked goods, and summer more fruits and veggies. Brooklyn is home to many artisanal food businesses, and indeed there are some swappers who started their businesses as a result of the swap.


Every time Jane opens her refrigerator, she sees proof of how amazing the swap is; she uses something she got from a swap every day. While the food is exceptional, for Jane the true joy of BK Swappers is the community. She jokes that running a food swap is like throwing a party for 40 strangers, but it is not really true. The swappers are no longer strangers.


Jane is extremely proud that BK Swappers kicked off the national food swap movement. For Jane, food swapping is a wonderful symbol of our time. Something that is organized online has created real, in-person communities. The fact that food swaps have spread organically to cities around the world speaks to humans’ desire to connect through food. Food swaps create a framework for strangers to come together to share food.


Because it is Brooklyn, there is a misconception that those who attend BK Swappers events are hipsters making pickles in mason jars and riding fixie bikes.










Chapter 1




What Is


a Food Swap?
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Do you love to grow your own food, cook from scratch, or make the kinds of food — jam, pickles, ketchup, cheese — that most people usually buy? Do you ever find yourself with more garden produce or homemade food than you and your family can eat? Have you ever given away food that you grew or made to neighbors or friends? Do you want to meet other people in your community who share your love of homemade food? If you answered yes to any of these questions, then you might be ready to join the growing international food swap movement.


At a food swap, home cooks, bakers, canners, gardeners, and foragers get together to trade their homemade and homegrown food items. No money changes hands among the participants. Indeed, you cannot come to a food swap with cash in hand hoping to buy a jar of homemade jam or a head of kale from someone’s garden. If you want to participate in a food swap, you have to come bearing something you made, grew, raised, or foraged yourself and trade it for items brought by the other participants.





How Does a Food Swap Work?
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The modern food swap movement began in — where else? — Brooklyn, New York, in 2010. Since then, it has spread to every corner of the United States, Canada, Europe, and even South America and the Antipodes. There are food swaps in every large American city and in many small towns and rural areas. Some food swaps meet once a month; some meet only a few times a year. Some food swaps have 50 participants and some have a dozen. Swaps are held in all kinds of locations, from church basements, parks, and community centers to stores and cooking schools. Some swaps charge admission and some are free.


In short, food swaps take many forms, but they all have the following common elements, many of which the founders of the modern food swap movement, Kate Payne and Megan Paska, established at that first 2010 swap.


No money changes hands. Trading, not buying, is what the food swap movement is about. A food swap is intended to be a more personal alternative to the commercial food marketplace. There is also a less romantic and more practical reason for this requirement: food that is to be sold is subject to various health and safety regulations. In many states, for example, food that is intended for retail sale must be prepared in a licensed kitchen by someone who has taken required sanitation training, and labeled according to industry standards.


Some states, California being a prime example, have more lenient cottage food laws, but even then, if one prepares food for sale in a home kitchen, that kitchen is subject to inspection by state health regulators. I will discuss the legalities of food swapping in more detail a little later, but for now, the key point is that by swapping rather than selling food, participants in a food swap can avoid triggering this kind of regulation and government scrutiny.


All items must be made or grown by the participants. You cannot buy something in a store or at a market and bring it to a food swap to trade. You must bring something homemade or homegrown. Most swappers are hobbyists: home cooks and gardeners who love to grow and prepare homemade food. Some participants may be culinary professionals or farmers, but even they must trade what they bring.


What people bring to food swaps varies widely but can include baked goods, candies, condiments, preserved fruits and vegetables, cheese, fermented foods, drink syrups, alcoholic infusions, hand-milled flours, herbs and produce from vegetable gardens, eggs from backyard chickens, foraged fruits, and so on. I will talk more about what makes a good swap item — and give you plenty of recipes for same — but as you can imagine, the best swap items are things that are portable, not highly perishable, distinctive and delicious.


The requirement that the swap items be homemade or homegrown is just as important as the first requirement about no money changing hands. The point of the food swap movement is to celebrate the growing, raising, and making of food. (I say food here, but sometimes people do bring non-food homemade items, such as dog treats, candles, notecards, or health and beauty products. Whether that is permitted and where to draw the line on what kind of items are allowed is up to the organizer of each individual swap.)


The food swap movement is the natural outgrowth of the DIY revolution that has led cooks everywhere to try their hands at making the kinds of foods that most people buy: foods like cheese, charcuterie, jams, pickles, condiments, and candy. At some point, all those homemade enthusiasts found themselves alone in their kitchens with too much of whatever they liked to make. The food swap movement gets those people out of their kitchens and creates a marketplace, albeit an informal one, for those homemade foods. In short, what makes a food swap a food swap is this: people trading items that they made or grew themselves.
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A Typical Event


While each individual food swap is different, food swap events tend to follow a similar timeline. First, the organizer of the swap usually asks people to register in advance. This is important for logistical reasons, but it may also be important for legal reasons, as I will explain later. On the day of the swap, the participants arrive at the designated time, check in with the host, and stake out a spot to display their swap items.


Swappers put on name tags to allow them to find one another. For each different item they bring — not multiples of the same item — people complete a swap card that lists what the item is, who brought it, the ingredients, and how to use the item (if it is not obvious). The swap cards also have a space where other swappers can make an offer for the item. While these offers are not binding, they are a helpful starting point for negotiations.


For the first part of the event, the participants mingle, sample one another’s swap items, and make offers on the swap cards. Once everyone has had sufficient opportunity to look around, the host announces that it is time to swap, and that is when the action begins. The swapping itself can be chaotic. Some people stand by their items and field offers; others grab their items and go out in search of trades. Everyone has to decide on a strategy.


All trades are negotiated by the participants themselves — the host does not get involved — and naturally not every offer is accepted. Saying no is part of the process, and most of the participants understand that. Once everyone has swapped their items, the event begins to wind down. Some folks pack up their stuff and leave right away; others may linger. The hours and days following a swap may see a lot of activity on social media as the swappers post pictures of their haul, compliment one another’s cooking, and ask questions.
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Why Participate in a Food Swap?


If your first thought upon reading my description of a food swap was “Why on earth would anyone want to trade homemade food with strangers?” then this may not be the book for you. But I hope the fact that you have read this far means that you are intrigued by the idea of food swapping. The truth is that there are many good reasons to participate in a food swap. Here are four that I find particularly compelling.


It increases your options. Participating in a food swap allows you to diversify your pantry with different kinds of homemade or homegrown food. Whether you are a gardener, a passionate baker, a home food preservation expert, or just a DIY enthusiast, you probably end up with a lot of the same kinds of food. Gardeners invariably find themselves, at some point in the summer, drowning in tomatoes or zucchini. Backyard chicken keepers can never eat all the eggs they collect. And how many cookies or cupcakes can your coworkers eat as you perfect that recipe? By joining a food swap, you can trade your excess homemade or homegrown food for items that you would have never made or grown on your own. And that allows you to eat more homemade food, which is a wonderful thing.


In my years of running the Chicago Food Swap, I have found that even outstanding home cooks have their area of expertise and their phobias. For example, I love to can, but I have a black thumb. (No, really: I killed mint.) I also used to be afraid of yeast doughs after some bad experiences with dough not rising. This seems perfectly logical to me, but when I go to the food swap with my homemade jams and pickles, I meet amazing gardeners and gifted bread bakers who tell me how terrified they are of canning! I am working to overcome my fear of yeast, but until that happens, I can go to the food swap and trade my preserved fruits and vegetables for wonderful homegrown produce or artisan breads.


It’s a sustainable practice. Trading excess food cuts down on food waste, which is an environmental catastrophe. According to the United Nations Environmental Program, the vast amounts of food that end up in landfills in the developed world are a major contributor to global warming. Food loss and waste also squander the resources — water, fertilizer, fuel — that were used to produce that food. Joining a food swap is a way to eat more seasonally and locally, practices that cut down on the resources that are used to grow food.


And by swapping excess food, be it garden produce, eggs, or prepared foods, you not only receive some value for that food, but you also prevent its waste. Of course, those organizing food swaps should make an effort to ensure that their events are sustainable by encouraging participants to package items in reusable containers, recycling, and cutting down on waste.


It will make you a better cook. If you are like me, you love to cook with unfamiliar ingredients and learn new skills in the kitchen. You take cooking classes; pore over cookbooks and food blogs; maybe even create your own original recipes or write a blog. The knowledge that they will be trading food with other skilled home cooks motivates passionate cooks to up their game. Everyone who comes to a food swap wants to make the killer item that people are lining up to trade for.


The more you swap food, the more you push yourself to make something unusual, exotic, and impressive to wow your food swap pals. (However, I do want to emphasize that it is truly not necessary to make something particularly exotic or impressive to participate in a food swap. Delicious cupcakes and granola do very well at every food swap I have ever seen.) After a few years of swapping food, you may find that you have acquired a whole new set of skills in the kitchen.


Not only does participating in a food swap motivate you to expand your cooking repertoire, but seeing the foods the other swappers make will inspire you to try new techniques and experiment with unfamiliar ingredients. I cannot tell you how many times I have heard someone at a food swap say, “I didn’t know you could make that at home!” If you have never thought of making your own marshmallows or pasta or root beer, you will after coming to a food swap. Food swaps also expose participants to home cooking from many different cultures. At the Chicago Food Swap, I have tried unfamiliar delicacies from all kinds of different cuisines, including South Asian, Polish, Jamaican, and Filipino. These encounters have inspired me to learn more about these global food traditions and to incorporate some of their ingredients and techniques into my own cooking.


Food swaps create communities. The very best reason to participate in a food swap, other than bringing home delicious food, is that you will meet all kinds of people who share your passion for homemade and homegrown food. Joining a food swap gives home cooks and gardeners a new and appreciative audience for the wonderful food they make and grow. At a food swap, no one questions your sanity for making your own cheese or ketchup or charcuterie. Instead, people line up to trade you for something equally yummy and impressive that they made.


Swappers trade recipes and gardening tips, network, and form friendships that go beyond the food swap itself. Because food swaps are in-person events that are typically organized online, they tend to attract a diverse group of participants and bring together people who might not have a chance to meet otherwise. That is part of the magic of food swaps: they cut through the barriers that separate us — things like age, class, race, and geography — and connect people who share a love of food.




What Are the Cons?


Are there any reasons not to participate in a food swap? Certainly. Trading homemade food requires a certain level of trust in the kindness — and cleanliness — of strangers. While a responsible food swap organizer will ask participants to adhere to the highest standards of hygiene when preparing their food swap items, there are no guarantees that they will comply. Participants are trading food made in home kitchens that aren’t inspected by anyone, let alone the local health authorities. I will delve into the legalities of food swapping a little later, but if you are uncomfortable eating food that was prepared out of your sight by a home cook, then food swapping may not be for you. It is, in fact, not for everyone.


If you have a serious food allergy or dietary restriction, food swapping poses certain risks. Food swap organizers should remind participants to label items well, but again, there is no guarantee that everyone will comply. Some participants find reassurance in the fact that they are able to talk to the individuals who prepared the food, and many of the items traded are not especially likely to cause food poisoning or other illnesses because they are non-perishable. But again, if you are squeamish about eating food prepared by strangers who are not professional cooks, then you may not be a good fit for a food swap.


Participating in a food swap also requires some amount of willingness to socialize with strangers. Food swaps, are at their heart, social occasions. People mingle, sample the swap items, and ask questions, sometimes for 30 or 45 minutes, before the swapping begins. If you aren’t comfortable talking about what you have brought and asking others about what they have brought, then you might not enjoy a food swap. If walking into a roomful of strangers is difficult for you, but you still love the idea of food swapping, consider coming to a food swap with a friend or partner. Many people attend as a couple or group, which certainly makes things easier both socially and logistically.


What if No One Wants My Food?


You do have to be open to the possibility that not everyone will want to trade with you. Participating in a food swap requires a willingness to be vulnerable. Please do not think that you have to be an amazing or professional cook to participate in a food swap. This is the biggest misconception about food swapping that I encounter. If you can make one delicious thing, be it chocolate chip cookies or a killer salsa, take it to a food swap and someone will want to trade with you. That being said, you do have to be willing to risk rejection.


First-time swappers always worry that no one will want to trade with them. In my many years of doing this, I have never seen any swapper be completely left out. It is not uncommon for swappers to end up with some items left over or for people to bring two different items and have one of them be more popular than the other. It is best to learn from these experiences and change what you make for the next event. But you cannot take a refusal to trade personally.
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Find a Food Swap


To find a food swap in your area, your first stop should be the Food Swap Network website, which lists over one hundred food swaps organized geographically. If you live in a large American city, chances are that there is already a food swap nearby. The Food Swap Network relies on organizers to submit their events, however, so if the organizer of a food swap has not asked for it to be listed, you will not find it on the website. In other words, if no swap is listed on the Food Swap Network for your area, don’t assume that no swap exists.


Your next step should be a simple Internet search. Start with your city or town name plus “food swap.” Some food swaps use a city’s nickname, so be sure to include those in your search. (For example, I could have called the Chicago Food Swap the “Windy City Swap.”) The search may turn up a website or a Facebook page for your local food swap. It may also turn up a blog post recapping a recent (or not-so-recent) event held by your local food swap and written by one of the participants. This would give you the information you need to track down the swap itself, as well as an idea of how that swap works.


If you do find a website or Facebook page for a food swap in your area, the next step is to ensure that the swap is active and open to the public. When I was looking for a food swap in Chicago back in 2011, I did find some evidence that someone had taken preliminary steps toward starting one, such as creating a Facebook page, although they had not held any events. I also found that local food and sustainability groups had held individual swaps or exchanges, but that these either were not recurring events or were only open to the group’s members.


If your city has an active food swap that meets regularly, then it should be relatively easy for you to start swapping. With any luck, the food swap in your area has an upcoming event that you can attend. (For tips what to bring to your first swap, check out chapter 3.) Some swaps are extremely popular and fill up quickly, sometimes within a day or two after registration opens. Other swaps always have room for even last-minute attendees. If you live in an area with a popular swap that always sells out, find out the best way to learn about the swap’s events. Does the swap organizer make announcements through Facebook? Does the swap have a regular newsletter that you can sign up for?


If the next swap is already full, check if there is a waiting list, and put your name on it. Email the swap organizer expressing your interest and asking any questions that you may have. Most food swap organizers are passionate about their swaps and love to welcome new swappers and reassure them. I respond personally to every inquiry I receive about the Chicago Food Swap.


What if your search reveals that your town does not have a food swap? Then you may just have to start one yourself.
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ATX Swappers


Austin, Texas




As soon as BK Food Swappers cofounder Kate Payne left Brooklyn for Austin, Texas, she began planning ATX Swappers. Because she was returning to town after some time away, Kate was looking to connect with others who shared her interest in homemade food. As it turned out, some of the people who came to the first few ATX Swappers events have become Kate’s closest friends in Austin.


ATX Swappers meets every three to four months. Kate and her cohost, Megan Myers, like to change the time and locations to attract different constituencies. Some of ATX Swappers’ locations include swappers’ homes, local farms, a zero-waste grocery store, and an eco-hardware store.


Having started two food swaps and attended others across the country, Kate is better able to compare how swaps operate in different places than almost anyone else. Ultimately, she says, the two swaps are not that different. The items people bring in Brooklyn and Austin tend to reflect trends in food, like the boom in ferments and home brewing. The community feel and passion for homemade food is what unites swaps across the nation and overseas.


The biggest difference Kate sees is packaging: swappers in some cities tend toward more elaborate packaging than others. Of course, depending on where you live, transporting your swap items is an important consideration. In Brooklyn, Kate points out, you have to carry your swap items on the subway. In Texas everyone drives, so they do not worry about how heavy their items are.


One thing Kate noticed about ATX Swappers in the early days was a reluctance on the part of participants to say no. Austin is in the South, and a certain politeness is part of the local culture. Kate and Megan have worked hard to create an environment where it is okay to decline a trade.


As for the future of the food swap movement, Kate notes that there was a frenzy of activity, with new swaps popping up all over, at the beginning of the movement. As the newness wore off, some swaps fizzled out. The ones that have continued to grow and thrive are the ones where the organizer loves doing it and has managed to integrate the swap into the local food scene.


ATX Swappers’ locations include swappers’ homes, local farms, a zero-waste grocery store, and an eco-hardware store.










Variation



Make It a Meal Swap




Even people who love to cook can get weary of making dinner every night and find themselves turning to take-out and prepared meals more often than they would like. Those who live alone find it particularly hard to cook for themselves without either wasting food or growing very tired of leftovers. If you fall into either of these categories, consider hosting a monthly meal swap.


I first learned of the idea of a meal swap from Danielle Welke, founder of the Mid-Mitten Homemade food swap in Lansing, Michigan, who organized a bi-monthly meal swap in her community. At a meal swap, a small group of people meet at someone’s home on a weekday evening. The host prepares a meal to feed the assembled crowd. Each attendee brings a dish that can serve the number of people in the group, minus him or herself, divided into individual portions. At the end of the night, everyone has enjoyed a lovely home-cooked meal with friends and has an array of different homemade meals to bring home. What a terrific concept!


Meal swaps work best for singles or couples, not large families. To start one, find at least three, and up to seven, friends, neighbors, or co-workers who want to participate. Because most recipes serve four to eight, it is easiest if your group falls within that size. Begin by meeting once a month or perhaps once every other month. If the meal swap is a success, you can always decide to meet more frequently. Hosting duties should rotate among the group.


Because everyone in a meal swap brings home everyone else’s meals, it is important to establish guidelines, such as whether the meals should be vegetarian, ahead of time. Indeed, a meal swap may not be ideal for people with significant dietary restrictions unless everyone else in the group shares those same restrictions. (A gluten-free or vegan meal swap might be a wonderful thing, however.)


Ideas for easy-to-divide, crowd-pleasing dishes that would work well for a meal swap include lasagna and baked pastas, enchiladas and tamales, stews and chili, or casseroles. All meals should be suitable for reheating. For a larger group, think also about bringing dishes that freeze well. If each attendee is bringing home seven meals, he or she may not be able to eat all of them within the week and one of the goals of a meal swap is to cut down on food waste, not create more. Speaking of cutting down on waste, encourage participants in your meal swap to reuse the containers in which the meals are packaged.


An excuse to get together with friends and several days’ worth of delicious, home-cooked dinners? That is a winning combination.
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Chapter 2




Joining the


Food Swap Movement
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Are you ready to join the food swap movement? There are two ways to become part of this growing trend. First, you can join an existing food swap. (See Find a Food Swap). If there isn’t one in your area, or it doesn’t meet your needs, then you can start your own.





Starting a Food Swap


If there isn’t an active food swap near you, don’t despair: you can start one. No professional cooking or event-planning experience is necessary. Most of the food swaps around the country were started by regular people who were enchanted by the idea of trading homemade and homegrown foods. The truth is, while it does require some time and planning, it is easy and inexpensive to get a food swap off the ground.


The first thing you should consider is finding a partner. Many, though certainly not all, food swaps are organized by two or more people. Because food swaps are volunteer efforts, it can be hard for one person to manage all the details, let alone actually run the event. Having a partner spreads out the work. Additionally, having a partner means you can tap into two networks instead of one when looking for locations and spreading the word about your swap.






In looking for a partner, your first instinct may be to ask a friend or someone else you know well who shares your passion for food. While it may more comfortable at first to work with someone you know and trust, it makes sense to reach out to someone whose talents and abilities complement your own. Food swaps appeal to people in many different demographic groups, and you want to attract as many people as possible. Because a passion for food cuts across all kinds of boundaries, such as age, race, class, and geography, your outreach should include all kinds of people who may not fit into the same demographic as you. A well-chosen partner can help with that effort.


On the other hand, I started the Chicago Food Swap with a friend and neighbor who fit into the exact same demographic as I did, and we were nonetheless very successful at reaching people from all over the Chicago area. How did we do it? Many of those people simply found us through a basic Internet search, having heard about food swapping from another source. Another part of our success had to do with the fact that as bloggers, both Vanessa and I had platforms before we started the Chicago Food Swap. An existing platform and social media savvy are two other factors to consider in looking for a partner.


Many of the largest and most active food swaps were started by food writers and bloggers. If you are not a blogger, don’t let that stop you. There are plenty of other ways to publicize a swap, but if you don’t have a following on social media, you may want to consider partnering with someone who does have an established platform, such as a food-related business, blog, or strong social media presence, as a way of reaching the greatest number of people in your community.


Whether you are working with a partner or not, what do you need to start a food swap?






What’s In a Name?


Having a good name can help you. When people do an Internet search for any combination of “Chicago” and “food swap,” the Chicago Food Swap website is the first thing that pops up. So take that into account when choosing a name for your swap.
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Location, Location, Location


One of the biggest challenges for food swap organizers is finding locations to hold events. Some organizers have found permanent or semipermanent homes for their swaps, which frees them from having to look for new locations. Others have a pool of recurring locations among which they rotate events. Still others, especially those in large urban areas, like to move their swaps around because it allows them to reach and appeal to different constituencies. Unless a permanent location falls into your lap early in your swap’s history — and if it does, take it — you will have to spend some time and energy finding locations. Here are some ideas on how to do that.


There are two basic categories of places that can host a food swap. The first is a noncommercial location like a church, library, park, or community center. Depending on where you live, it may be possible for you to reserve a space like this for very little or no money. The other option is a commercial location like a store, coworking space, teaching kitchen, or restaurant. In my experience, savvy owners of these types of locations can see the marketing benefits of hosting a food swap.


So what kind of place is good for holding a food swap? The best space is a large room or adjoining rooms with tables or counters on which swappers can display their items. If the room doesn’t come with tables, you can always bring them in, although that is yet another task to manage. I have done swaps in completely empty rooms where the participants had to bring their own tables to display swap items (in a pinch, an ironing board works), but it is easier if there are at least some tables or counters already there. You do not need chairs — there is no sitting at a food swap, much to the chagrin of my middle-aged knees.


Although you will likely have a small group for your first swap, try to find a space that could accommodate at least 20 or 25 people with tables in the event that you are very successful at getting the word out.





Noncommercial Spaces


Most food swap organizers are looking for free or very inexpensive spaces to hold their events. These kind of spaces tend to fall into two categories: (1) public, community spaces, such as libraries, churches, or community centers; and (2) commercial spaces, such as offices and businesses. You should certainly take the time to investigate public spaces in your area, but be forewarned that many of these spaces are either too small to host a decent-sized swap or have prohibitive restrictions that render them useless.


Be very clear with the responsible person at the location about what is involved in the event. Explain that there will be food and sampling — it’s really hard to have a food swap without sampling — and that none of the food will have been prepared in a commercial or licensed kitchen. Ask if the location permits alcohol, making it clear that you won’t be selling or serving it, but that it is a possible category of trade goods that will be sampled on the premises. (It’s not a deal-breaker if the location bans alcohol, but make sure to communicate that to your swappers.)
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