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Locavore: Anyone who seeks out and savors foods grown, raised, or produced close to home.








Bite into a Macoun apple, so tangy it cleans your teeth, handed to you at the farmers’ market by Elizabeth Ryan, the farmer who grew it. Pick, then pop into your mouth, a raspberry — red-ripe and still warm from the sun — from Howden Farm, right down the road.


With pleasure and connection at its core, eating locally shifts how we engage with the most seminal ingredient in our lives: our food. The deceptively simple act of eating fresh, seasonal foods grown close to home is creating a wave of change. It moves us away from the horrors of industrialized farms and feedlots, with their seasonless foods produced for their high yield, low cost, and easy transport, toward something different: Imagine a healthy landscape, dotted with small farms raising food without ravaging the land, water, and air, promoting better-nourished communities and local economies, and creating less dependence on the fossil fuels needed to transport food from afar.


While the best part of eating locally is the food itself, its context and the stories behind it enrich the experience of eating it. The act of eating locally acknowledges agriculture’s importance while encouraging farms to produce a multitude of distinctive foods, rather than the generic supermarket staples we see every day. And it provides a way for us to celebrate our diverse culinary traditions — together.


Let me be your guide to this new world of eating. As your local food companion — a pragmatic food zealot with 30 years in the culinary trenches— I’ll show you how to plunge in, in your own way. I’ll give you the tools for finding and sharing fresh local bounty, cooking and savoring it in season, and even growing a bit of your own food. There are numerous ways you can engage with your community to increase support for local food and local farms; I’ll show you how to get started.
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My goals are to respect your smarts, teach you how to make your own choices, then send you off into the world to change it, one delicious bite at a time.


MY JOURNEY?


I’m the lucky daughter of serious eaters. My dad fell in love with Japanese food as a code cracker in World War II. A Bronx boy, he grew beefsteak tomatoes in our suburban garden. My mom was a creative cook and hostess who had explosive culinary energy, cooking her way through Julia Child’s endless cassoulet recipe and exotics like Indonesian Rijsttafe. This was balanced with typical Americana fare, like a dish that featured broccoli, fluffy white bread, and Cheez Whiz. They taught me to taste, cook, and seek culinary adventures.


When I was 7, we spent a long weekend in the Catskills on a family farm. There was a muddy pond, too many cow patties to avoid, and a goat who butted my little sister. But what I remember most was eating those eggy eggs — with their saturated, orange, stand-up yolks — in a sunny room overlooking the farm’s beautiful fields, after having met the chickens, the farmer, and the farmer’s wife (who had cooked the eggs). This was my first local food experience, and I was hooked.


Since that breakfast, many years ago, I’ve been seeking out farm-fresh food. And advocating for local farms and the foods they produce by encouraging connections between farms and consumers has become the core of my work. I was lucky enough to come of age during America’s shift from the world of iceberg lettuce to a rainbow of salad greens. I’ve had the pleasure of working as a chef, caterer, educator, cookbook author, and food activist, all with the goal of bringing fresh food to as many people as possible, while empowering them to cook confidently with quality ingredients grown close to home.


My involvement with local food advocacy began when my family and I moved to the stunning Berkshire hills in western Massachusetts in 1990. By chance, I fell in with a band of heady agricultural progressives that included Robyn Van En, who spearheaded the groundbreaking community supported agriculture (CSA) movement in North America. The connection was transformative, bringing together the personal and the political, my passions for local food and for social justice. Through this grassroots group, which later became Berkshire Grown — one of the early local food and farms advocacy organizations in the country — I saw the farm-to-fork connection in a larger context. Our goal was to put a face on farming, on food produced with respect for people and the planet, to boost a localized alternative to industrial agriculture, as a means to literally eat our way to a better world.


Happily, since then, the local food movement has gone mainstream. Despite all odds, small family farms are emerging, fueled in part by enthusiasm over real food that’s been grown well and by a backlash against poisonous factory farming. Although I’ve seen huge changes, it’s still hard to buck a food system based on food from far afield. Now is the time to get smarter about where we take this local food movement as it grows and, in some cases, is absorbed by the larger system. I’m hoping you will join me on this challenging journey to create an alternative localized food system, using the actions described in this book, and eating blissfully along the way. Your path begins as mine did — with your first bite. This is The Locavore Way.


AMY COTLER




THE LOCAVORE WAY


15 WAYS TO BECOME A LOCAVORE





1 Eat local foods in season. They taste better. And if you want to go one step further, prolong the season by storing the harvest. How does raspberry sauce in the winter sound?





2 Get out to a farm whenever you can. It’s where our food comes from!





3 Buy fresh food directly from the farm at a farmers’ market, CSA, farm stand, or buying club (see pages 23, 40, 48, and 68).
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4 Become a bounty hunter. Track down local food in stores, from supermarkets to co-ops to mom-and-pop joints (see page 78).





5 Feast on local food at home. Cook more, and share it with your loved ones (see page 97).





6 Have a party! Make local food the center of holiday meals or entertaining of any kind. Include it at community events, fundraisers, and potlucks (see page 103).





7 Engage the next generation. Get out to the farm and pick your own produce, such as apples or cherries, with your kids. Bring local food into your child’s classroom for a treat. Find out if your kid’s school has a farm-to-school program. If so, boost it; if not, start one. Visit an on-site educational farm.





8 Eat local food in restaurants or anywhere you find it, like ice cream and hot dog stands (see page 134).





9 Grow your own. Start a vegetable garden in your yard, on your rooftop, or in your windowsill. Join (or start) a community garden. Garden organically with diverse cultivars and promote a clean environment. Preserve extras for the dormant season or give food away to those who need it.
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10 Start a farmers’ market if you don’t have one; invigorate your community!





11 Boost access to healthy local food for all (food security) by giving local food to food pantries, supporting programs like inner-city community gardens, and much more (see page 198).





12 Eat more veggies and less meat. Around 18 percent of greenhouse gases are caused by meat production. Besides, veggies are good for you.





13 Give local food gifts: pre-made, like wine from your region, or homemade, like seasoned vinegar made from farmers’ market herbs or jams from your own berries (see page 92).





14 Become an agritourist. When you travel, find a food or harvest festival. Eat lunch at a farmers’ market. Visit an educational or historic farm. Pick your own berries one afternoon.





15 Advocate for a just, sustainable, and equitable food system in your town, region, the world. Local food for all! (See page 198.)
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Getting Started
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“Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what you are.”


JEAN ANTHELME BRILLAT-SAVARIN
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The Big Picture


Here’s the crash course — what you need to know before we begin our local food journey. It starts with the basics about what local food actually is and why you should eat it. We’ll unscramble tricky topics like organic versus local, emphasizing the importance of seeking out both ecofriendly and local foods. Then you’ll get a jump start on becoming a seasonal eater, which is a central component of the locavore way. And finally, in keeping with hard times, we’ll take a look at the elephant in the room — the cost of local food — and review some easy ways to cut costs before we launch into shopping.


WHAT’S “LOCAL,” ANYWAY?


On average, your food travels at least 1,500 miles from farm to table. So how local is local food? When words get co-opted, they often lose their meaning, so I thought I should reinfuse the word local with the specific definition used in this book. For the local food maven, the word local means as close to home (or wherever you are) as possible, and the closer the better.


Local can mean picking an apple off the tree in your backyard, going down the road to a farmers’ market, or buying food from 50, 100, or 200 miles away. A lot will depend on the availability of products, and that’s determined largely by location and season. Some people say that food from within 100 miles is local and anything beyond that is regional. I say, get as close to home as you can, and if that’s regional, so be it.


IS LOCAL FOOD DIFFERENT?


Local food tends to be fresher, more distinctive in flavor, less generic. This is what the French call terroir, or “a taste of place.” It’s a term that is often associated with wine and cheese, but it’s just as useful in describing other kinds of food, as well.


Local food is often, but not always, from small- and medium-sized farms, many of which are striving to bring you food that has been produced while replenishing — rather than depleting — our resources, land, and people. Those farms have also helped bring back some of the vast biodiversity of plant varieties and animal breeds essential to a robust environment (and a delicious diet). Local food carries its origins and context with it, and gives us more pleasure and better flavor as a result. It’s different because of the way it bonds us to our families and friends, neighbors, community, and region, grounding us in what often seems a detached and fragmented world.


WHY BUY LOCALLY?


We all need to learn (or be reminded of) why we bother to eat locally grown, raised, and produced foods because, while the rewards are vast (and edible), procuring local food isn’t always as easy as bopping over to the supermarket for a one-stop shop. So following are 10 reasons to integrate local foods into your life, whether it’s including a Saturday-morning farmers’ market outing in your weekend plans or swinging by an orchard to pick up fresh-pressed cider on your way home from work.
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The Industrial Eater


“The industrial eater is, in fact, one who does not know that eating is an agricultural act, who no longer knows or imagines the connections between eating and the land, and who is therefore necessarily passive and uncritical. We still (sometimes) remember that we cannot be free if our minds and voices are controlled by someone else. But we have neglected to understand that we cannot be free if our food is controlled by someone else. The condition of the passive consumer of food is not a democratic condition. One reason to eat responsibly is to live free.”


WENDELL BERRY





WHY BOTHER?


10 REASONS TO EAT LOCALLY PRODUCED FOOD





Each bite of food contains the world. Inside that crisp fall apple is the story of where, how, and by whom it was grown, harvested, and brought to us. And so we shape our world by what we eat.





1 For the sheer pleasure of it. Savor ultimate taste and freshness. You can’t beat food that’s been grown for its flavor rather than for its ability to be shipped long distances (or, in the case of animals, the ability to fatten up quickly). Finding and eating it, as well as growing and raising it, is a pleasure, whether you are biting into a juicy peach right from the tree or savoring a farmers’ market meal with family and friends. It’s not generic food; you can taste the life in it.


2 To connect. Connecting the dots from farm to table encourages us to bond with people and places. Get to know your farmer and fellow shoppers at the market. Share your bounty with friends, family, and community, especially those in need. Embrace nature as you follow the flow of the seasons through local food wherever you live.





3 For the health and safety of your family and yourself. Just-picked fresh local food is more nutritious than groceries sitting and aging on their shelves. Besides, local foods are often raised by sustainable practices, and that means you eat fewer harmful chemicals, breathe better air, and drink cleaner water. Access to food grown close to home is the ultimate homeland security.




What’s the best food memory you have? Most likely it’s about relationships as much as food — about love and connection.


All good food connects us, but local food goes one step further.





4 For the health of our planet. Eating local food, sustainably raised, promotes an ecofriendly food system. Conventionally raised food depletes the land, water, and air. Food grown close to home uses less fossil fuel to reach us, which means less pollution and less dependence on nonrenewable resources. Did you know that it takes ten calories of fossil fuel energy to produce one calorie of supermarket food?





5 To boost the local economy, community, and region. Local food dollars spent close to home sustain local economies with independently owned farms and other businesses. Ever go on a trip, only to spot the same strip of stores you have at home, all importing their products? Food dollars spent locally, on the other hand, are reinvested in the community, building relationships among people. Local food venues, especially farmers’ markets, invigorate their communities, creating a vibrant hub, like a town green.





6 For an open, working landscape. Farms preserve our beautiful open, working landscape, a vital part of a healthy region with varied land use. Support for the harvesting of wild-crafted foods, such as wild rice, helps protect our natural habitats.
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7 To maintain biodiversity. The multitude of seeds and breeds once enjoyed are disappearing fast. Eating (and saving seeds) from diverse plant cultivars and animal breeds from local farms, which are more likely to grow them, boosts biodiversity, an essential part of a healthy environment. Monoculture — raising vast quantities of only one cultivar or breed — spells devastation when disease strikes. In addition, monoculture takes the fun out of life. Imagine if only one kind of apple, the misnamed Delicious, were the only one left . . .





8 To support our neighboring farms and farmers. Eat local foods to ensure the health and longevity of our farm family businesses for today and tomorrow. Support farmers who bring us life’s most seminal ingredient: our sustenance. Back farms that offer an alternative to current “standards” by providing safe, clean, and humane treatment of farm labor (and animals). Who wants to eat food brought to us through maltreatment?





9 To preserve our culinary heritage. Local food encourages traditions, whether they’re as regionally distinctive as clambakes or as classic as Thanksgiving dinner. Strawberry picking in the spring, a visit to wine country, pumpkin harvest in the fall, and all the dishes traditionally accompanying the harvest bring us life and vitality, a shared experience of our world, a heritage we can savor and pass on to the next generation.





10 To give us a just choice. Eating local foods promotes a regionalized alternative to our food system, now consolidated into a handful of corporations that are not always looking after our interests. Local food supports a delicious, varied, just, and equitable food system.







I know it doesn’t feel like it, especially if you’re squeezed. But since the 1950s, the cost of food to consumers has made a steady decline. In 2008, food cost proportionately half of what it did in the ’50s.






Local vs. Organic: Which Is Better?


Local is not necessarily organic. But which is better? From the perspective of this book: Local organic and local sustainably produced food are best.


Understanding the meaning behind this answer will help you make good decisions when you shop. Let’s start with organic. Food labeled organic is required to be grown, raised, or produced using federally mandated rules. These standards outline allowable and forbidden materials and practices, which makes good sense. But they don’t stress the integrated nature of farming, including the biological cycles necessary to healthy farming over the long haul. The organic label is also supported by strong agribusiness lobbies, which push for regulations to make their life easy (and our food not quite as safe).


Simultaneously, many of our local farmers are using safe, sustainable methods, which are the equivalent of or even better than established organic methods. They may or may not decide to become certified organic. If they opt out, it may be because their clients know and trust them, making certification unnecessary. Or perhaps they don’t approve of its bias toward big agribusiness; they can’t afford to follow the rules, which don’t encourage small farms; they use another accredited system, such as Certified Naturally Grown; or they prefer to use their own, ecofriendly methods.


Buying certified organic food without thinking leaves out these farmers who grow delicious, safe food and also enrich their communities in numerous ways. Farmers are left behind, too, as stores and restaurants respond to our demand by stressing organic above local. It may support farming systems that are substantially better than conventional methods, but it also boosts the ballooning organic agribusiness and food often shipped from afar, using lots of fossil food as it ages. Yes, ages — organic does not mean fresh. Knowing a farmer and his or her values, or at least finding a trustworthy farm source, is the best way to procure foods raised in a manner that is healthier for you and for the earth, too.
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THE PRICE OF LOCAL FOOD


The farmers who produce the food that sustains us receive less on the dollar than ever before. Supporting your local food shed (system) puts more dollars in their pockets, helping to ensure their survival, but that doesn’t save you money. The tips starting on page 15 help you meet your budget while boosting local farms and eating better, too. But first, let’s talk about the price of local food.


COST VS. VALUE


The price of local food can equal or undercut food produced by conventional means and shipped to you from who-knows-where. But it can also be more. Rather than avoid the subject, or tell you to give up lattes in favor of farmers’ markets (a favorite argument), I’ll cut to the chase.


Every element of our current system supports a short-sighted emphasis on low-cost, high-volume production — no matter the quality or ultimate cost. To make matters worse, our food cost is artificially deflated because of huge corporate subsidies and is dependent on low-quality production, cheap labor, and ecologically unsuitable farming practices. How are small and medium farms to compete? Refocusing our food dollars on local sustainable farms may not always be cheap in the short term, but it’s smart in the long term.


The bottom line? We’re really talking about value, not price. We’re comparing apples and oranges.


Are the following two carrots the same? The first is conventionally produced in dead soil, loaded with chemicals, and grown for endurance during its long trip to you, not for its flavor. The second carrot could be one of any number of cultivars, each distinctive, picked that day, produced by your farming neighbor (or at least regionally), grown in soil swimming with life, enhanced by sun and clean water, and harvested by workers treated in a humane manner. The story also applies to meat, dairy, and so on . . .




WHERE DID YOUR LAST MEAL COME FROM?


The story here is yours. Consider your last meal, or even the last snack you ate. Do you know where any of those ingredients came from? (And don’t say “the supermarket.”) Where were those foods grown, raised, or produced? Try to trace their origins.
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MONEY MATTERS


8 TIPS FOR CUTTING FOOD COSTS





1 Become a smarter shopper. Compare food prices. Never look at price alone, though. Also consider the quality and the edible quantity. Fresh food doesn’t spoil as quickly as food that has already spent time in transit, so you’ll end up with less waste. Stick with readily available staple items like carrots. Buy tasty green beans or Italian flat beans, not skinny posh French haricot verts. Skip the more expensive, prewashed meslcun mix and wash your own. Use the whole vegetable when you can — not just the beets, but their tops too. Buy in bulk when crops are plentiful; they’re priced to move, especially at the end of the season.





2 Join a CSA and pick your own. CSA (community supported agriculture farm) membership and pick-your-own-farm visits are great values. Ask about incremental CSA payment plans, U-pick crops, and working memberships, where you barter labor for full or partial membership.





3 Cook simply from scratch at home. Food made from scratch is tastier and cheaper. (And don’t fuss: local food almost cooks itself.) Pack healthful local foods for your own or your kids’ lunches. Prepare extra dishes to eat during the week and freeze or preserve the surplus for later.
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4 Dine out less or not at all. Make local food an inexpensive “at-home” celebration. Invite friends for potluck suppers, where everyone brings a dish.





5 Eat less meat. Instead, experiment with alternative proteins like eggs and beans, which cost less to produce. For meat, join a buying club to cut costs.





6 Locate low-income support programs. For those who qualify, patronize venues that accept payment via Women, Infants, and Children (WIC); the Senior Farmers’ Market Nutrition Program (FMNP); and the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formally food stamps). More than half of farmers’ markets now accept one or more of these payment options.





7 Start a garden. You can’t eat closer to home than what’s picked from your own backyard. If you don’t have a yard, plant up a plot at a community garden. Other ways to do it yourself? Forage for wild foods with an expert or a club. Hunt or fish responsibly. If you’re inexperienced, go with a neighbor or friend who is knowledgeable.





8 Reprioritize your budget. If you’re able to, spend more on food and cut back on nonessentials.



Make the Most of the Seasons


Seasonal eating sits at the center of the locavore way. But, being contrary by nature, when I think of seasonal eating, I imagine quite the reverse. This is encapsulated in a postcard a friend sent me right after I moved to the country. It was divided into quarters, each with the same picture of a generic city street with a parked car. The photos were titled winter, spring, summer, and fall. I slapped the card on my fridge, so I see it every time I open the door. For me, the card typifies the way we’ve been taught to eat, in a manner divorced from nature, like a supermarket eggplant sitting in the four quarters of that postcard year-round.


Eating local food is different. We’re able to catch the rhythms of nature, eating the best it has to offer, and extending its bounty throughout winter, the one dormant season for much of the United States. This requires an adjustment, which takes some practice but brings much joy. Here’s how.


LEARN THE SEASONS BY SHOPPING FOR LOCAL FOODS


Once you’ve paid attention to what’s in season around you by shopping locally, directly and indirectly from the farm, you’ll have a solid sense of how to do it forever because seasons remain relatively constant (with all due respect to global warming weather variations, which can radically affect the normal flow of crops).


USE SEASONAL FOOD CHARTS


It’s helpful to download the widely available seasonal produce charts, which will give you a good idea of what’s available when. I especially like the Sustainable Table Web site (see Resources) because it has a link to each state with a clear, itemized chart. Download, then print it and put it on the fridge, in your car, or on the back of this book. For a sample seasonal flow, see page 33.


EAT SEASONAL FOODS UNTIL YOU’RE SATISFIED


I’m not a rigid locavore, but I never buy fresh corn or tomatoes in the winter. They’re not worth it. One of the reasons I’m able go without strawberries, tomatoes, and other crops when they’re out of season is that I savor them when they arrive until I’m sated.


So during the short strawberry season in late spring, my family and I try to eat berries until we can’t. We eat plain strawberries out of hand, strawberries and cream, strawberry ice cream, strawberry shortcake, halved strawberries tossed with just a touch of sugar and balsamic vinegar or kirsch (a cherry liquor), strawberry rhubarb crisp, sliced strawberries on yogurt — until our hands turn pink.
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The Seasonal Eater


“There is a learning curve. You can’t eat tomatoes at the beginning of the growing season, asparagus in October, or strawberries in August. But the reward is that you get to eat everything at its peak.”


ELIZABETH KEEN
Indian Line Farm, Egremont, Massachusetts


“Our kitchen counters overflow with fresh produce in the summer. Food is lighter, often served raw or gently cooked. In wintertime, crates of potatoes, onions, and garlic keep cozy down in the basement. We bring out dried tomatoes, peppers, herbs and berries, frozen or canned foods; and we eat more soups, stews, and casseroles.”


DAWN STORY
Local food activist, Virginia Grown, Charlottesville, Virginia





One year I wasn’t on top of things and my daughter asked in a panic one day, “What about strawberries?” as if an alarm had gone off, programmed from years of waiting, then savoring. So, I drove down to the farm stand to pick up a basket of the season’s last harvest. They were delightful, but we hadn’t had our fill and so were disappointed; we knew we had to wait a year for the real taste of strawberries again.


Yes, a year. Seasonal eating means you’re savoring food at its peak, knowing that it won’t taste the same until next year. So I eat asparagus frequently in May and corn and tomatoes continuously and in every possible way in August. When I don’t eat this way, like when I didn’t get enough asparagus this season, the long dormant season is tougher and those Chilean asparagus — which are not remotely fresh and are probably sprayed with who-knows-what — begin to tempt me. Does that mean you should never ever eat anything out of season? That’s your call. I have a long winter here in New England, but goals are always worth reaching for.


Wait, savor until you can’t eat another bite, then wait and savor again.


GET CREATIVE WITH THE DORMANT SEASON


During the winter, when the soil is asleep, it’s time to get friendly with all kinds of local foods — especially endless apples and pears, hearty vegetables such as winter squash and cabbage, and root vegetables like carrots, onions, and potatoes, along with local meat, poultry, maple syrup, eggs, and cheese. That’s not all you’ll eat, but try to make them the base of, or at least integrate them well into, your winter diet. For tons of ideas on what to do with winter (and all kinds of) foods see page 148, where they’re listed by ingredient.


It helps to work the shoulder seasons, too — those in-between times. Depending on your climate, the first shoulder is late winter and early spring, when local crops from the harvest may have run out and new crops aren’t ready to eat yet. This is a good time to start gardens, inside or out, and forage for early greens from the wild. The second shoulder season is around fall, again depending on where you live, but always just before your dormant season begins. It’s a time for feasting on the last of the harvest and for foraging, as well. Prolong your garden’s harvest by freezing or using traditional methods, such as canning, fermenting, or drying (see page 109).








STEP ONE
SHOP FOR LOCAL FOODS


The first step to becoming a locavore is to change how you shop. In the old days, you might have just plodded the aisles of your supermarket, pulling week-old lettuce from the produce bins and premade meals from the shelves. Everything you bought traveled thousands of miles to get to your shopping cart, losing its flavor each mile along the way.


As a local food shopper, you’ll now load up on the best food you’ve ever tasted, and you’ll enjoy finding it, too. Discover shockingly good flavors in heirloom vegetables, like zebra tomatoes from a roadside stand. Open a carton of mixed-color eggs, each with a bright orange, stand-up yolk. Savor the tangy taste of smooth, local goat cheese on a farm tour. Taste the extraordinary in the ordinary, like the potatoes and squash at your farmers’ market. Or try the unfamiliar in your CSA farm share, like earthy celery root and hot habanero peppers. And notice truly fresh local milk, with the farm name on the front, right in your co-op or — surprise! — in your supermarket.


For the locavore, shopping becomes an integrated part of life, a treasure hunt, something to look forward to, with booty everyone can share. Sometimes it’s a snap, like spotting apples in the supermarket with the farm’s name right on the bag. Other times, it’s laughably tough, like trying to find local beef when your apartment is 100 miles from the nearest cow. But it’s an adventure that wakes up your senses and comes with a cadre of allies — from farmers to fellow shoppers — whose goal is to help you shop with the seasons to get the best food imaginable at its peak.


There are places to shop for locally grown and produced food everywhere. But it’s no mistake that this section starts with direct-from-the-farm venues, like farmers’ markets, then covers broader venues, like supermarkets. Buying food straight from the farm can’t be beat, as you’ll see, but retail shopping may also suit your lifestyle or locale. So most locavores do both.


Despite my favoritism, straight-from-the-farm venues are not one-stop shops — you’re not likely to find toothpaste at the farmers’ market. So, if you’re used to buying everything at the supermarket, you’ll have to organize your shopping a little differently. You might need to make separate trips, swinging by the farmers’ market on your way back from work, stopping at a farm stand near a friend’s house before a visit, or turning a trip to pick up your weekly CSA share into a family outing. For the amount of effort involved, the payoff is huge.
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Farmers’ Markets
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“The difference between a local field-ripened strawberry and a berry trucked in from distant states is enormous, and market shoppers figured that out really fast.”


ELIZABETH RYAN
Market Farmer, Breezy Hill Orchard and Cider Mill, Staatsburg, New York








Why start our local food journey here? Visiting a local farmers’ market, sometimes called a greenmarket, is the easiest way to instantly plunge into the world of fresh local food at peak flavor and connect face-to-face with the farmers who grow it.


Time to Shop?


One of the first things to learn about shopping at a farmers’ market is simply when it’s open. Unlike the supermarket, the hours of operation at a farmers’ market vary: many open one day a week (sometimes for the whole day and sometimes just a few hours), while more active markets in large cities may be open as often as seven days a week. Peak market times are during the growing season, from a few months over the summer in Maine to year-round in Florida. (For the growing season in your region, follow the link to the Sustainable Table Web site in the Resources section and print out the crop availability chart for your state.)


It is also common for markets to remain open after the growing season ends, as well. These shoulder-month sales are likely to include greenhouse items, cold storage crops (such as apples and potatoes), value-added products (such as jams and pickles), nonperishable items, or less season-driven items like frozen butchered meats and aged farmstead cheeses.







MARKET TIME


GETTING READY FOR THE FARMERS’ MARKET


• Take cash. Some farmers’ markets don’t take checks or credit cards.





• Don’t shop hungry. Hungry people make irrational decisions without thinking clearly, grabbing what smells tasty or looks colorful.





• Get an early start when you can, as many markets run out of the best produce, especially at the beginning of the season.





• Make a list, but be flexible. If you take a shopping list, be prepared to adapt it to include unexpected finds.





• BYO bags. Take sturdy, reusable shopping bags. (The lifetime of one reusable bag replaces the one thousand plastic bags you’d need to carry the same quantity of food.) Or take a pretty basket or even a red wagon for your kids and then pile food all around them.
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LOOK BEFORE YOU SHOP


Taking a quick tour of the market before you buy anything will serve you well. Check out the full spectrum of your food choices, learn the vendors’ locations, and soak up the distinctive flavor of the market.


Let your eyes feast. Some vendors may even offer a taste of something they’re particularly proud of, such as an heirloom apple or tomato. Be sure to look for and ask questions about ingredients you’re not familiar with. Markets often offer cultivars (specific varieties) of fruits and vegetables, as well as meat and poultry breeds, that aren’t available in supermarkets.


Learn each vendor’s specialty. There may be a farmer who has a large selection of greens and can instruct you about which are bitter, sweet, crunchy, or tender. Or you can buy and try several varieties first, then go back the next week and purchase what strikes your fancy.


Look for hidden treasures. You’ll find especially popular vendors with lines of hovering shoppers, but you’re likely to spot unexpected pleasures, too. Check out the less flamboyant vendors, stocked with regional meats in large ice chests, fresh eggs, local artisanal cheeses. Also look for value-added items, such as soups or sauces, breads, and other foods that are sometimes made from local ingredients.







Part of the pleasure of shopping at the farmers’ market is the ephemeral nature of produce. And the mouthwatering wait until next season.










The Hardest Part


WAITING FOR THE GOOD STUFF


I hear repeatedly from farmers that seasonality is an especially difficult adjustment for new market shoppers. You can buy sweet peppers year-round in your supermarket, but at your farmers’ market, you can buy them only when they’re hanging on a plant not far from where you live. This timing takes a little getting used to, but you’ll get the hang of the seasonal crop flow as you shop, and committed market shoppers soon become attached to the taste of produce at peak freshness. You’ll learn to wait for the arrival of each fruit or vegetable and then eat it until it’s gone. It will be worth the wait. Or if you like buying in bulk and storing and preserving foods, see pages 104–112.








Prioritize your purchases. Getting the big picture before you shop will allow you to plan on picking up the heaviest ingredients last. Meat, corn, potatoes, and cabbages can really weigh you down! A preshopping tour gives you a good sense of which fruits and vegetables are in peak season; there will likely be plenty of those. Over time, you’ll see items come in and go out of season. Vendor tables that were overflowing with green beans at the beginning of bean season, for instance, will be reduced to a small crate by the tail end of it.


Every time I plunge in before I look around, I end up finding a perfect hard-to-find ingredient, such as fraises du bois — tiny alpine strawberries in season ever so briefly — after my bag is full and my budget has run out.


BE A SAVVY SHOPPER


Let your farmer be your teacher. Your best lessons come from the farmers’ market and its community, so look around you, watch or ask farm vendors (and shoppers). These observations will teach you how to select and prepare foods. And of course, your farm vendors have been asked about storage and preparation tips a thousand times, so they know the answers!


Learn the food seasons. Take your cue from what’s abundant. If it’s in peak season, load up on it. Observe what comes in and out of season, overflowing and then dwindling. By the last market day, you’ll understand basic crop flow for next year. Take notes or print out your own seasonal chart. Even I sometimes miss the short cherry season when I don’t pay attention.


Learn new ways to cook. Keep an eye on the displays, which often teach you how to use specific foods. The maturity of a plant may also tell you how to prepare it: Small, young beet leaves sit in a bin next to other salad greens, signaling you to use them in a salad. Larger beet leaves may be bunched separately with other cooking greens, such as collards or kale, or sold still attached to the beets, signaling that they should be cooked. Written signs may also tell you how to prepare ingredients: cooking greens may be called “braising greens.” So braise ’em. (See page 115 for more food preparation hints.)


Shop by category instead of by ingredient. Freshly harvested produce appears and disappears as it goes in and out of season. Ingredients you expected to arrive may have fallen prey to nature — a heavy rain finishing off the berries or deer eating the butternut squash crop. Make these uncertainties an asset by adopting a new shopping style. Rather than looking for specific ingredients, shop in general categories. Put “salad” on your list rather than specific salad ingredients. Shop for the best ingredients available rather than for specific kinds, selecting fruits or vegetables that are fine on their own or might also combine well. Shop for any grain, rice, or pasta, then pick out combinations of ingredients that could be thrown into any of these. You’ll often find that nature makes sense; foods in season blend well together. Read recipes if you must, or just experiment!




STOCK UP FOR THE OFF SEASON


You may want to buy bulk produce in season and freeze or can it for the winter season. You may even get a deal if it’s the end of the season, right before the frost, or if there’s a bumper crop or slightly overripe or damaged produce. Deal or not, it’s a great way to extend the season.





Try something new. Certain foods get popular at the market and shoppers get into a rut, asking for Honey Crisp apples, Macouns, or whatever the current darling is, even after their time is past. Be willing to move on to what’s next and might be better in its time. I know it’s hard. I mourn the end of Macoun season, when the apples have lost the complexity of taste they had at the beginning of their run. But part of the pleasure of shopping at the farmers’ market is the ephemeral nature of produce. And the mouthwatering wait until next season.







Some farmers sell their food right off their farm before and after the market season. Or they may have pick-your-own (often called U-pick) operations. If you’re interested, just ask.








ALL AT ONCE


TIPS FOR SHOPPING FOR THE WEEK





• Buy both perishable foods, like raspberries, and produce that naturally holds well, such as carrots, onions, cabbage, and winter squash; slightly unripe ingredients; or value-added foods, such as cheese and maple syrup.





• Simple rule: eat what’s likely to go bad first. Enjoy perishable items early in the week and move on to less-perishable ones later on.





• Buy ample amounts of one or two staple items. The easiest for me is mesclun mix (baby salad greens), which you can throw anything into and make a meal.





• Prolong food’s lifespan. After you’ve finished the most perishable items, make a simple prepared dish that’s a good keeper, such as soup or stew, a potato or grain casserole, or a hearty vegetable salad. (For tips on extending the season, see pages 104–112.)
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My First-Market-Day Ritual in Western Massachusetts


Here in the country, about the middle of May, we die-hard market fans, pale from the long winter months, make our way over to the Great Barrington Farmers’ Market at the old train station. There are a few nods, smiles, and hugs, as we recognize each other and stop to chat. I head quickly over to the Stosiek family farm tent for a bag of mixed spring greens and arugula. Only 20 minutes later, at home or at my sister’s house up on the hill, they’re tossed in oil, salt, and a touch of vinegar. Boy, does that blow away the salads we’ve endured all winter long!








If You Buy It, They Will Come


Support your fledging farmers’ market. Ideally, a market will have enough vendors for a range of ingredients, but markets have to start somewhere, and they grow only when community members patronize them. I’ve shopped in markets that started out with only four vendors, so I felt obliged to buy whatever was there. But they improved in size and quality as farm vendors and shoppers learned about each other’s needs. Novice farmers came to understand that shoppers didn’t want giant zucchinis, so they learned to harvest them earlier. Similarly, shoppers learned to cook with what was available for its freshness and flavor. Connections were made, and the markets grew.


Farmers’ Markets Aren’t Always Local


Strangely enough, it’s possible to call something a farmers’ market even when there are no farmers involved. Some are considerably more agricultural than others, and that means there will be more local foods on hand. Knowing the kind of market you’re patronizing will help you find the food you’re seeking.
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A Level Playing Field


“A producer-only market creates a fair playing field for farmers because they don’t compete against middlemen who may resell cheap goods from elsewhere. Of course many markets are not producer-only, and there are lots of gray areas where most markets operate, such as allowing tomato growers to bring in tomatoes from elsewhere when their season ends.”


STACY MILLER
Executive Director, Farmers’ Market Coalition






PRODUCER-ONLY MARKETS


“Producer-only” means that all of the market vendors grow or produce the products they sell; local food and farms are the market’s focus. This description may seem like a given for a farmers’ market, but it’s not. Some local or regional farms may buy and bring in produce. Some vendors may not even sell food from regional farms at all, but procure their supply from a wholesale distributor, much like a supermarket.


Buying from producer-vendors gives you the advantage of connecting with the people who produce your food, so you can ask them questions about flavor, storage, shelf life, and cooking options, and what foods are coming in next.


Start by asking the market manager or one of the vendors if the market is a producer-only market. If it’s not, ask which vendors are also producers. Then take veteran market farmer Elizabeth Ryan’s advice: go directly to farm vendors and ask about what they’re selling. Producer vendors will be deeply knowledgeable about how their food is grown, raised, or produced, and what to do with it. And of course, know your local crops’ seasonality. You won’t find local bananas in New England or mangos in Michigan any time at all.
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