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DEDICATION


To Liam (who likes pickles), Sorena (who likes bananas), Diane (who likes goat cheese), Dad (who likes Bud Light) and Mom (who likes Gatorade)—from me (who likes corn dogs).
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Foreword


My grandfather was an inveterate list-maker. He’d write something down on a scrap of paper and would never look at it again. For him, the physical act of writing was enough to elevate the note to a more permanent status in his mind. He’d say, “I’m not writing this down to remember it later, I’m writing it down to remember it now.”


The authors of the grocery lists in this collection certainly needed to “remember something now.” The importance of the lists themselves however, is something less than permanent, as evidenced by the fact that thousands of them have been casually discarded for Bill Keaggy and his colleagues to scoop up and collect. Lucky for us.


I’ve been watching Bill from afar as both his collection and his obsession have grown. What strikes me as most important about these lists is not really the people who wrote them, or what’s on them, or even the people who found them. What is interesting to me is how, upon seeing a list for the first time, we immediately start to imagine the story behind it. It’s like joining a movie halfway through. We can’t help but start to piece together a narrative from these barest of outlines, imagining what happened before the list was made and more frequently, what happened after the shopping was complete. As I made my way through this book for the first time, I felt as if I were reading a highly compact anthology of short stories.


Most of the time we write grocery lists to and for ourselves. They’re highly personal that way, more like diaries than like postcards. They’re meant for our own eyes only and they’re written in a shorthand that mimics the way we think. (And for some of these lists, that’s a pretty scary thought.)


As objects they’re interesting too, and a fairly sad commentary on the state of American penmanship. But more than anything else, it’s the collecting of all of them all in one place that’s the most fun. The wise-cracking marginalia guides us through, and each page brings us something unexpected, and more often than not, a laugh.


Now what was that other thing I was going to say about Bill’s book? Hmm. Perhaps I should have made a list. Enjoy.


Jim Coudal Coudal.com
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INTRODUCTION


Making lists is a uniquely human activity, like watching pornography or Googling yourself. (Don’t do those at the same time!)


Lists tell us a lot about our neighbors, our friends, our ancestors, our species and ourselves. First, lists remind us that we are obsessive. Or maybe that we are forgetful, I forget. Regardless, lists—especially lists of things we want and need, such as groceries—provide tiny glimpses into private lives. They’re usually quite honest reflections of a person. Simple needs, amusing quirks and sundry cures for infirmities listed and checked off.


The oldest surviving grocery list that I know of is from circa A.D. 80, found at the site of an old Roman fort in the northern U.K. Someone needed pork, bread, wine and oil. As of the moment I am writing this, the most recent found grocery list in my collection is from St. Louis, Missouri, circa A.D. 2006, found in the street in front of the Jay International Foods store. Someone needed lunchmeat, poultry, bread, olive oil and several other items. Almost two thousand years passed between the crafting of those lists, yet they are nearly identical. The basic necessities of complete strangers left behind for us to peek in on.


Most found lists are anonymous—just scribbled words on a page. But we can relate to them. I need toilet paper just like you. You need banannas. Bannanas. Banananas. Bnanans? Bannas. Bananas. Hmmm. More on that later.


These found grocery lists are rare specimens. I have a collection from around the world that numbers in the thousands, but it has taken years of hunting and gathering. People are very protective of their grocery lists. I call it selective littering. Seems most folks would sooner dump their car ashtray in the grocery’s parking lot or toss a week’s worth of soda cans and fast food bags on the ground outside the store (and they do) rather than leave their list in a shopping cart. It’s because grocery lists are supposed to be private. Never mind that all of us have to go through the checkout in public. Our lists are supposed to be private, and that’s why it’s so enjoyable to look through them—unless one of the lists happens to be yours. Then it might not be so enjoyable, because if there’s one thing I enjoy more than finding a lost grocery list—it’s making fun of it.


Bill Keaggy www.grocerylists.org
 St. Louis, Missouri
 Summer 2006
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1. JUST PLAIN FUNNY
your list makes me laugh





Most grocery lists are not very interesting. Milk. Bread. Toilet paper. Very few lists stand out and make us say, “Whoa. That’s weird.” Or, “My, how amusing.” These lists have a little bit of “whoa” and “amusing” in them. But of course I always laugh out loud when I see a list featuring “hookers and blow.”
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“Oreo B Interdental Refills”—now I don’t know what an interdental refill is, but I am sure they are more fun to use if they’re made out of Oreos. Also, “bourbin.”
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Just what strange things does this person have planned? And who ever heard of diet coffee?







[image: ] Worcestershire sauce can last five to ten years unopened, two years once opened.
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Well, uh, maybe they were shopping for fishing tackle and a hair dryer?







[image: ] The famous “Uncle Sam” character is said to be modeled after a meatpacker from Troy, New York. His name was Sam Wilson and during the War of 1812 he shipped meat to the government and stamped the crates “U.S. Beef.” The soldiers took to calling it “Uncle Sam’s Beef.”
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It’s good to be organized when grocery shopping (see chapter 12)—but it’s another thing entirely to be organized AND mischievous. This one’s like a game: Find the funny items!







[image: ] Clarence Birdseye invented commercially available frozen foods in 1923.
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Your standard, run-of-the-mill, incredibly hilarious PMS shopping list.
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“Tush cleaner” (!)







[image: ] Swanson invented the TV dinner in the early 1950s because the company had an excess of holiday turkey that it needed to sell.
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Hmmm. Where to start? With the misspelling of aspirin? With the demand for light shirts with no pockets? With the fact that this is the first list I’ve seen that includes undies AND fish? Or maybe with the subtle request for a million dollars.
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“Next time you go shopping, please get some buttmilk. I like the store-bought kind much better than my homemade stuff.”







[image: ] Just 1.5% of the billions of coupons printed every year get used.
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Dude, I’m like totally serious. Don’t forget the chips.
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The odd thing about this list is that this kid spells better than most adults, although the adults probably have fewer cavities.







[image: ] Ice cream tends to be the No. 1 item on college students’ grocery lists at the beginning of the semester.
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This yummy list of food was just so tempting that she had to taste it! Or maybe she just put on too much lipstick.







[image: ] Some commercial apple orchards use up to two dozen different pesticides.
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Asparagus is the most humorous vegetable because you can spell it “ass-pair-agus.” And it makes your pee smell funny.







[image: ] Americans eat about 35 pounds of tomatoes every year, but more than half of that is from sauces and ketchup.
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