
		
			[image: frontCover.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			The Locavore’s Handbook

		

		
			The Busy Person’s Guide 

			to Eating Local on a Budget

			 

			 

			Leda Meredith

			
				[image: 19705.jpg]
			

		

	
		
			
			

				Contents

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Acknowledgments

				Foreword by Sandor Ellix Katz

				Chapter 1: My Year as a Locavore

			Chapter 2: How Can Eating Great Food Save the World?

			Chapter 3: Sourcing Local Food

			Chapter 4: Eating with the Seasons

			Chapter 5: The Zero Miles Diet: Grow It Yourself

			Chapter 6: The Cost Factor

			Chapter 7: The Convenience Factor

			Chapter 8: Making Friends with Your Kitchen

			Chapter 9: Simple Food Preservation

			Chapter 10: Feasting for Free

			Chapter 11: The Single Locavore

			Chapter 12: The Space-Challenged Locavore

				Afterword: The Hundredth Money Effect

				Useful Resources

				Index

				About the Author

		

	
		
			

			Acknowledgments

			 

			Thanks to:

			My main farmers: Ted and Jan Blomgren of Windflower Farm, Nancy and Alan Brown of Lewis Waite Farm, Don Lewis of Wild Hive Farm, and Mary and Bob Pratt of Elihu Farm.

			My editors at Globe Pequot Press, Julie Marsh, Paulette Baker, and Heather Carreiro, who was my first contact at GPP. 

			My agent, Meredith Hays.

			Naomi Rosenblatt and Michael Fancello at Heliotrope Books.

			Sandor Ellix Katz for the eloquent introduction.

			Liz Neves and Kendall Cornell for letting me include some of their personal stories about local foods.

			Tom Twente, Judy Janda, and everyone at the Park Slope CSA. Thanks, Judy, for the tips on how to prioritize the vegetables in a share so that they don’t spoil before you get to them. 

			Colin Beavan for the no impact experiment.

			My students at Adelphi University, the New York Botanical Garden, and the Brooklyn Botanic Garden.

			Penelope Coberly, Kelly Johnson, Francis Patrelle, Jennifer Muller, Julie Voshell, Bill Hedberg, and Anton Wilson for ongoing support.

			 

		

	
		
			

			Foreword

			 

			The Locavore’s Handbook is a practical guide for people who wish to reclaim the food they eat. Locavore is a new word describing local eating, which has been adopted by a cutting-edge social movement. But the locavore concept is nothing new. Not necessarily 100 percent local, but predominantly local is the way almost all people ate until the past few generations. It is mind-boggling how much critical cultural information we have lost in just those few generations. For most of us, it is not at all straightforward how to restore locavore ethics into our diets and our lives. With this book, Leda Meredith shows us where to start.

			Food has rhythm. It is never created in a continuous even flow. The passage of seasons dictates what foods are available when. This creates rhythms of abundance and scarcity, an endless ebb and flow, and our ingenuity and effectiveness at preserving the abundance determines how we eat during the periods of relative scarcity. Techniques for saving seeds, rising loaves, fermenting, drying, and otherwise preserving food are all about timing; they too are rhythms. As are the repetitive activities of digging, hoeing, seeding, cultivation, harvest, and processing. All life marches to the beat of its nutritional sources, whatever they may be. Except, perhaps, us.

			We can shop twenty-four hours a day and purchase food without regard to the season. Twenty-first-century humans generally regard this as evidence of progress. We believe that we have been liberated from toil by not having to produce or procure our own food. And in some ways we certainly have. Specialization, globalization, all-season produce, and one-stop shopping provide freedom, leisure, convenience, and security, at least to some segments of society. But at what cost?

			Unfortunately, the intensification of food production that has removed this formerly universal activity from most peoples’ lives is completely unsustainable. Chemical-based monoculture erodes and pollutes soils, depletes and pollutes water resources, produces less nutritious and increasingly toxic food, and is heavily reliant on rapidly diminishing fossil fuel resources. Concentration of production and distribution is making our food supplies more vulnerable to contamination and, at the same time, making sources of contamination more difficult to trace. Transporting most of the food we eat thousands of miles from farm to plate is a major contributor to our carbon footprints and climate change. The mass production model, as it has been applied to food, is not sustainable. It is diminishing our health and destroying the Earth. We have an urgent imperative to reclaim our food and reconnect to the important rhythms of feeding ourselves.

			Some organisms have their food procurement strategies hard-wired into their genes. Humans, remarkable in our ability to adapt to different environments with radically different food resources, rely upon cultural information, passed down from generation to generation. The problem with having been severed from essential rhythms for feeding ourselves is that most of us no longer possess that cultural information. We do not have an inbred ability to recognize the rhythms of food in our environment or to syncopate our participation in those rhythms.

			With The Locavore’s Handbook, Leda Meredith is helping to provide us with some of the missing cultural information we need to reclaim our food. This book guides the reader through an understanding of the seasonality of foods, basic techniques for preservation, finding local producers, urban gardening, and foraging. You do not have to become 100 percent locavore and renounce food from beyond 250 miles to use this book. For most of us, change is incremental. But now is the time to start, and Leda gently coaxes and encourages her readers to take small steps toward feeding ourselves locally and participating more directly in the process of feeding ourselves.

			—Sandor Ellix Katz

			Author of Wild Fermentation: The Flavor, Nutrition, and Craft of Live-Culture Foods and The Revolution Will Not Be Microwaved: Inside America’s Underground Food Movements

		

	
		
			

			1

			My Year as a Locavore

			From August 2007 until August 2008, I ate almost exclusively foods grown or raised within a 250-mile radius of my apartment in Brooklyn, New York.

			I’m not expecting you to do that. 

			But that yearlong local eating challenge taught me a lot about how to eat local while living a busy, urban life. It also changed me in ways I didn’t anticipate when I started the experiment. In fact, my diet is still 80 percent local.

			If you think my 250-mile diet was extreme, you’re right. I’m not sharing what I learned during “The 250” and after so that you will undertake something so strict for yourself. My goal here is to make it easier for you to incorporate local foods into your meals to whatever extent works for you. It doesn’t have to be all or nothing—even a small switch toward a local diet has a major impact. Here’s an encouraging fact: “Buying 25 percent of your groceries from local farmers for a year lowers your carbon footprint by 225 pounds—even more than recycling glass, plastic, and cans!”(Eating Well Magazine, February 2009)

			Why I Became a Locavore

			I started The 250 because I wanted to reduce my impact on the environment. That declaration is about as dry as unbuttered toast. It doesn’t begin to describe how I felt just before I began The 250—or what motivates me to continue to eat local now. I wasn’t trying to be “green” in a trendy way or to assuage eco-guilt. I felt bombarded by each news story of the latest environmental catastrophe that was being intensified by human activity: climate change accelerating at a much faster rate than predicted by scientists just a few years ago; topsoil in the Midwest’s farm belt so depleted and polluted that within a generation we may no longer be able to produce safe food there.

			So much of the information coming at me was contradictory and confusing. I couldn’t reconcile the food labels and magazine articles incessantly urging me to eat more fish for my health’s sake with the equally prolific warnings about how many species of fish are contaminated with heavy metals and being overfished to the point of near extinction. Worldwide food shortages and escalating food prices were on prime-time TV, followed thirty seconds later by stories about the obesity epidemic in our country. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) came out with a new pyramid of dietary guidelines suggesting the same thing my mother had—“eat your vegetables”—but salmonella-infected spinach was also in the news. 

			The gloom-and-doom environmental news reports were overwhelming. What could I do? I dutifully put my bottles and cans into the recycling bin in front of my apartment building. I switched to energy-conserving lightbulbs. But those small efforts hardly seemed enough to make a dent in the disasters my species was inflicting not only on other species but also on its own future, on me.

			One small story buried in an online newspaper report haunted me. I read about children who will never see a firefly because that species is threatened by pesticide spraying aimed at other insects, much of that spraying done on behalf of industrial agriculture. I remembered the sparkling clouds of fireflies I used to see in my garden and realized that, yes, in recent years there have been very few. 

			Climate change, global warming, environmental issues—whatever label you stick on it, time is running out for us to make substantial lifestyle changes that might ensure a verdant world to live in for generations ahead.

			I fantasized for a while about getting out of the city and living off-grid somewhere with clean waters and unpolluted air and soil, a place and a lifestyle that would cause no harm and where I would be untouched by environmental crises and human irresponsibility. Of course no such place exists today. And even if it did, when I was honest with myself, I had to admit that I had neither the financial means nor the deep-down desire to quit my city life. I decided it wasn’t a bad thing to keep living in the city. More than half of our species now lives in urban areas—for the first time in human history. If we are going to successfully alter our lifestyles so that this planet can continue to sustain us, much of that change is going to have to be accomplished by city and suburban people. Like me.

			Starting Small

			At first, changing what I ate was a small change that didn’t mean more to me than taking out that recycling or changing to those energy-saving lightbulbs. I knew that conventional agriculture dumps tons of pesticides into the ground, polluting both soil and groundwater. Knowing that organic farms don’t use all those pesticides, I spent the extra to buy organic whenever I could afford it. 

			Gradually I became aware that the impact of my food choices went far beyond the organic or nonorganic issue (more on local versus organic in chapter 2, How Can Eating Great Food Save the World?). I read that in the United States, food travels an average of 1,500 miles from farm to plate. Here in the Northeast it’s often closer to 3,000 food miles for produce shipped from California and Mexico. That’s a lot of fuel-burning miles. I also learned about the struggles of local farmers and how the gradual disappearance of small family farms over the past few decades has had a devastating effect on local economies and landscapes. I started to see that what I ate for lunch could make a real difference in the world.

			When questioned by city people about what they can possibly do about the decline of American farming, Wendell Berry, farmer and author of Bringing It to the Table: On Farming and Food, has answered that they should eat responsibly. What does eating responsibly mean? Is it buying local? Buying organic? Swigging coconut water for its health benefits or eschewing white rice in favor of brown? And does that matter when rice isn’t grown anywhere within a few hundred miles of me (never mind the coconuts)?

			Over the course of several years, my eating patterns gradually shifted away from the corner deli and the salad bar at Whole Foods. I started gardening and growing food on a roof, a fire escape, and eventually in a community garden plot. I discovered that the farmers’ markets here in New York City are just as colorful and fun to shop as the ones I’d enjoyed when traveling overseas. When I found out that there was a community-supported agriculture (CSA) farm-share program in my neighborhood, I signed up.

			That was my involvement in the burgeoning local foods movement before The 250. It was fairly extensive (signing up for a CSA share is a real commitment), but I still wanted to do something more. 

			I was inspired to do The 250 when I read about locavores who’d done their own 250-mile, 100-mile, or even 50-mile local eating challenges. (Definitions of “locavore,” the American Oxford Dictionary’s 2006 Word of the Year, vary. Basically the term describes persons who source their food within a specific radius from where they live.) 

			I was fascinated by Gary Nabhan’s Coming Home to Eat, Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma, Barbara Kingsolver’s Animal, Vegetable, Miracle, and other books by people who translated their passionate desire to live in balance with the natural world into a year of eating within a strictly defined radius of food sources. As I read up on why eating local mattered, I learned that there are even more reasons for eating from the region you live in, reasons that cross international, political, and economic borders. I learned about the damage U.S. agribusiness subsidies and trade policies do to small farmers in other nations and how the industrial food system is the direct cause of health scares including swine flu, as well as the unholy combination of obesity and malnutrition that has created a surge in diet-related diseases such as diabetes. 

			I was inspired by what I’d read about others who’d done a local foods challenge year (see the Useful Resources appendix for a full list of recommended books on the subject), and I thought I was a good candidate to make it through such a year successfully. I already had a few skills that would make it easier: I loved to cook, I’d already done some food preservation as a hobby, I gardened, and I’d been a wild edible plants enthusiast since I was a kid. 

			Could I Do It?

			It seemed as though I would be a sure bet for a locavorian year, but nonetheless I had a few reservations: I found it discouraging that every one of those authors whose books I’d read had advantages over me when it came to eating foods raised within their foodshed. They had gardens so large they amounted to small farms, had much more money than I did, were retired from work and had lots of spare time for food projects, or lived in a gentler climate with a longer agricultural season. Could it be done on a budget, living in my tiny one-bedroom apartment, in a climate with cold winters, and despite my super-hectic work schedule?

			If I could do it, then I might be able to inspire others to do the same—or at least to get some of their groceries from local sources. I knew that many of the friends I hoped to inspire didn’t share my enthusiasm for cookery and plants, but I hoped having those skills would make it easier for me to be a trailblazer and motivate people who heard about my experiment to make at least some shifts toward eating a local foods diet. My example might encourage people like my friend Sarah. She had read all the same books about the local food movement that I had, and understood all the reasons it makes sense to eat local foods, but balked because “let’s face it, I can’t do that. I live in the city and have a full-time life.” 

			I have a full-time city life too, I thought.

			I wasn’t expecting Sarah to take it to the extreme of a 250-mile diet, but I thought she might be able to do more than she was—and that maybe by doing The 250, I’d be able to show her and others that it wasn’t as impossible as they believed. 

			The day before I started The 250, I sat down with a map of the Northeast and measured out 250 miles from New York City in every direction. I drew the circumference on the map and cut out that piece of the United States. I stared at that circle of paper for a long time thinking, This is my world for the next year. Then I stuck the map under a magnet on my refrigerator and started to think about what I would (and wouldn’t) get to eat the next day.

			In addition to doing my bit to save the world, I had a purely selfish reason for eating local. Even before The 250 I knew that locally grown food was fresher, picked perfectly in season, and by far more delicious than anything on the supermarket shelf—more delicious even than the organic stuff shipped from across the country. That’s why so many restaurant chefs are champions of local, seasonal ingredients and have done a great deal to publicize and support local farmers and the local food movement. Food choices are unique in having an impact on the environment and offering an immediate sensory reward when you do right. Other “green” choices just don’t have the same payback. I can bring my own reusable water bottle with me everywhere rather than tossing out plastic water bottles; but although that is an important eco-friendly choice, it doesn’t do much for how I feel beyond a mental pat on my back for doing the right thing. 

			But food is different. If I eat that environmentally expensive out-of-season strawberry, I am disappointed because it just doesn’t taste like much. But if I wait for the local strawberries to be perfectly ripe—the strawberries that didn’t burn as much fuel to get to me—they burst on my taste buds with sweet, juicy gratification. Saving the world tastes good.

			Making It Personal

			Everything that came into my kitchen during The 250 had to pass through a kind of border control. I looked up the farm each item came from online to see if it was within my 250-mile radius. I started to have a more detailed knowledge of the region than I’d ever had before, even though I’d lived in New York City for close to thirty years. I came to know exactly where the Finger Lakes are upstate and precisely where the North Fork part of Long Island is because my favorite local wines come from those areas. I learned that my favorite apples come from the Hudson Valley and that the first tomatoes of summer come to me from South Jersey. I started to feel a sense of place, of belonging where I live, and I started taking pride as well as pleasure in my region’s abundant food. 

			I also came to care about the farmers and the land that feeds me in a personal way. Some of those farmers have become friends. Since The 250, each time I set a plate on my kitchen table, I am aware that those are Ted’s green beans and potatoes, Nancy’s pork, George’s fennel. There are names and faces and memories attached to my food now. At the 2008 Brooklyn Food Conference, Dan Barber, the chef for Blue Hill restaurant, said that none of the evils of industrial agriculture could have gotten so extreme if there hadn’t first been a separation between community and food supply. A local foods diet rejoins farmer to eater, region to inhabitant. On a personal level, this translates into moments like the one when my grain farmer and miller, Don Lewis of Wild Hive Farm, steps out from behind his stall at the greenmarket to give me a hug, I feel honored and grateful that I know him personally. It’s an immeasurable ingredient, but I’m sure the bread I make with his flour tastes better for it.

			What Here Tastes Like

			My original title for this book was What Here Tastes Like (the subtitle about budgets and busy-ness was the same). My publisher nixed that for the reason that nobody would have a clue what it meant. But there is still something about the concept of “what here tastes like” that intrigues me. Other places have tastes associated with them. If I say “Italian food” to you, I bet something comes to mind immediately. Likewise, if I say “Thai food,” “Mexican,” or “Japanese,” your memory of eating those foods may be vivid enough to make you salivate (assuming you like that particular cuisine). Those are place names richly associated with the flavors, textures, and aromas connected to their cultures. Why shouldn’t our place have a taste? You could say New York City tastes like bagels, or some other food that has become ubiquitous and traces its history to the diverse waves of immigration that came through our port. Those foods do belong in the “what here tastes like” category, as does the magnificent array of cuisines from every part of the world that reflect how international our city is. But those tastes do not offer a sensory hold on the agriculture of our region, the particular mineral makeup of our soil—what the French call terroir. I am still discovering what here tastes like.

			More Than Expected

			So those were the reasons I began The 250: I wanted to do something to help the environment, I wanted to support small local farms, I wanted to eat great food, and I wanted to prove that it was possible to eat an almost exclusively local foods diet without owning a farm or moving to the West Coast. What I didn’t expect was to come out of the year with a very different view of the city and region I live in, fifteen pounds thinner, feeling more energetic than I ever had before, and having both lost my craving for nonlocal foods and found a greater appreciation of them at the same time.

			During The 250 I had many conversations with people who were intrigued by the local foods challenge I’d set for myself and applauded my reasons for doing it but had lots of questions and many excuses for not doing the same. They thought a local foods diet would cost too much, take too much time, lack variety, and be inconvenient. I had those same concerns and set out to see if they were as daunting as they seemed. What I learned is that a local diet can be expensive and time-consuming, but it doesn’t have to be (see chapter 6, The Cost Factor, and chapter 7, The Convenience Factor). It did require more planning ahead than I was used to, but once I’d mastered that, eating local became as convenient as taking a jar down from my kitchen cabinet and calling the (delicious) contents dinner on evenings when I was too tired to cook. As for variety, eating completely within the agricultural calendar actually restored excitement to my menus (see chapter 4, Eating with the Seasons). I found ways to stay within my budget and to fit in time for shopping, cooking, and preserving local ingredients for winter without straining my already packed schedule. 

			It took a while to find that balance, though. During the first few months of The 250, I was still juggling the cost, time, and space issues. At first I spent a lot of time online trying to find out if certain ingredients that I hadn’t seen at the greenmarkets were even available from local sources, as well as keeping track of which days I could get what from the markets. Tracking down certain ingredients such as flour from local sources proved to be a challenge. Until I did find a source, I did without bread or pasta. But the locavore lifestyle got easier and easier as the year went along. 

			With help from Local Fork, a Web site devoted to helping people in the New York City area eat local, sustainably grown food, I shared what I was learning in an online directory called The Locavore’s Guide to New York City (NYC). I was doing the research and legwork to make other would-be locavores’ lives easier, I hoped. It was encouraging when I started getting e-mail from people letting me know about the great local wine they’d just tried that I might like, the no-cook meal they put together from farmers’ market finds, or the restaurant they’d discovered that featured local ingredients. It was delightful that even though I didn’t insist my friends stick to local ingredients when they invited me to dinner, they often made a partially local feast for me anyway.

			Being a locavore in the twenty-first century isn’t about the back-to-the-land movement of my parents’ generation or being a slave to the kitchen as my grandmother had to be. It’s about a partnership with the farmers and the ecosystems that feed me. I’m grateful that I don’t have to spend all of my time ensuring that there is food on my table. The farmers who do that for me are my heroes. But they need me as much as I need them. 

			Much of what people think of as New York City was invisible to me during The 250. The coffee shop wasn’t an option, and after a while I stopped noticing it as I walked past. I also failed to notice a new restaurant that opened up less than a block away from me until a friend pointed it out—it simply didn’t pertain to me. Instead my mental map of the city became centered on the greenmarkets—e.g., Tuesday is the Borough Hall market in Brooklyn, where the mushroom guy also sells popcorn. My mental geography reversed itself. Unlike that famous picture in which New York City takes up most of the map and there’s just a little space allotted to everywhere beyond it, I started thinking of myself as living in the center of a circle that extended well beyond the city’s borders. Although I still lived in the city, my sense of home now included Ted’s farm 180 miles northwest; the fishing coast of Montauk, Long Island, to the east; Kernen Farm in South Jersey; the maple syrup sugar shacks in Massachusetts; and every other bit of land that was literally keeping me alive. Instead of narrowing my sense of where I live, The 250 actually expanded it. As a result, I still live with a more detailed awareness of the land and sea surrounding New York City that provide my sustenance.

			A Few Exemptions

			Despite becoming somewhat blind to the restaurants and convenience food offerings around me, I am not anti-restaurant or anti-deli, or anti–international food trade. I am well aware that one of the advantages of living in a metropolis like New York City is the wealth of food choices available. Even during The 250 I wasn’t a complete purist. I had ten rules that granted me exceptions to the prime directive of eating only what was produced within 250 miles. One of my rules was that I could eat out twice a month with friends or at their homes. This rule was really to make things easier on them. I didn’t want them to stop inviting me just because it was too much of a hassle for them to come up with a 100 percent local meal. 

			I also granted myself three ingredient exemptions: salt, olive oil, and coffee. The first two were because I couldn’t imagine cooking without them. The coffee, well, I don’t really have an excuse for that. Most locavores have similar lists of exemptions and rules. The point is to set rules that you can actually live with. When I made up mine, I tried to choose guidelines that I thought I’d be able to stick to. I didn’t want to be so impossibly strict that I’d give up early or feel the urge to “cheat.”

			You’ll find your own can’t-live-without-it exemptions on the locavore path. Can’t imagine cooking without lemons and other citrus? Fine, that becomes one of your own personal “rules.” (By the way, citrus, though it doesn’t grow in our climate, is in season where it does grow from late fall through early winter. It is much cheaper then—think six lemons for a dollar versus three for the same—and much juicier.)

			The olive oil and salt exemptions that I gave myself during The 250 were not special-occasion treats—I cooked with them every day. Still seeking to minimize my carbon footprint even when it came to these exemptions, I did some research on the salt and found that I could get sea salt from Maine—well outside my 250-mile radius but as close as I could get (that is still the salt I use). I bought organically shade-grown, fair-trade coffee as a best-I-can-do-without-giving-it-up option. 

			The oil was more complicated. In theory you should be able to get vegetable oils from the northeastern United States where I live. Olive trees can’t survive our winters, but there are walnut trees that do, and you can grow sunflowers here. Those could be turned into cooking oil. Except no one within my 250-mile radius is turning them into cooking oil. So if I was going to be a purist, my options for what to heat up in the omelet pan or sauté my onions in would have been local butter (divine, by the way) or rendered animal fat. Buying organic olive oil was my compromise. 

			Going Hard-Core

			Six months into The 250 I decided to go hard-core. I limited my olive oil exemption to a few times a week. I started saving the rendered fat from my bacon and duck. (You’ve gathered by now that I’m not a vegetarian. If you are, don’t vanish. There’s a lot in this book for you too.) For weeks I saved those rendered fats but didn’t use them. I was too scared by all the “saturated fat is evil” claims that I’d grown up with, even once I learned that the scientific data on them isn’t nearly as incriminating as I’d believed. (See Michael Pollan’s In Defense of Food and Sally Fallon’s Nourishing Traditions if this piques your curiosity.) Eventually I got over my squeamishness and started cooking with butter and those rendered animal fats I’d been saving. I even popped my locally grown popcorn in fat from locally raised ducks. I also started limiting my food source radius to just 100 miles twice a week, just to see if I could. I didn’t starve. I felt great. I had energy to burn—and I lost fifteen pounds without trying.

			Don’t get me wrong: I’m not promoting some trendy new rendered duck fat diet for weight loss and increased energy. Many locavores are also vegetarians. I’m just telling you what happened to me. 

			Another choice I made when planning for The 250 was that I decided to stop taking any vitamins or other nutritional supplements. I wanted to prove that my body could get everything it needed just from the local foods I was eating. This concerned my friends, two of whom even asked me whether I’d get scurvy in winter because of the lack of fresh fruit. Scurvy! Now there’s a word you don’t hear often outside of history class. I didn’t get scurvy, but I did do some research to figure out where I would get my vitamin C from in winter. I learned that the fruit I had stockpiled in the freezer would take care of that. Interestingly, the lacto-fermented foods like sauerkraut I’d been making were also high in vitamin C—so much so that Captain Cook included rations of sauerkraut to keep his sailors from getting scurvy. (For more on lacto-fermented foods, see chapter 9, Simple Food Preservation.) 

			I have a few thoughts on why I felt healthier and healthier as The 250 progressed. A local, seasonal diet includes more fruits and vegetables than most people eat. When I picked up my CSA share each week, I couldn’t stand to see any of that beautiful organic produce go to waste. So I either ate it all or preserved some of it for winter eating. There was always a rainbow of vegetable colors on my dinner plate, which meant that I was following both the USDA’s and my mom’s nutritional advice.

			More than that, each fruit and vegetable I was eating packed more nutrition than its supermarket counterpart. According to the USDA, the vitamin and mineral content of many crops has dropped 15 to 38 percent since 1940. As Michael Pollan writes,

			 

			Clearly the achievements of industrial agriculture have come at a cost. It can produce a great many more calories per acre, but each of those calories may supply less nutrition than it formerly did . . . you now have to eat three apples to get the same amount of iron as you would have gotten from a single 1940 apple.

			 

			Fortunately, with food grown by small organic farms, you get a dramatically different picture. They are grown in healthier soils than the chemically drenched monoculture farms of industrial agriculture. By getting my food from local organic farms, I get to eat the equivalent of that 1940 apple. Maybe that was why, starting with The 250, I’ve found myself satisfied by smaller meals. My body gets what it needs from my meals, and the size of my appetite has adjusted to that lovely fact. Or maybe it’s all the fiber in those fruits and vegetables and locally grown grains that’s filling me up on less. Whatever it is, I’m not complaining.

			Another one of my challenges during The 250 was lack of space, something many city-dwellers are familiar with. I don’t have a pantry to store winter supplies; nor do I have room for a spare freezer or anything like that. When I was on The Martha Stewart Show, she asked me if I had a root cellar. When I replied that I didn’t, she exclaimed, “Oh, you must have a root cellar!” Right, I thought, I’ll mention that to my landlord right away. I came up with some unusual ways to store my preserved foods without feeling like my local diet was crowding me right out of my one-bedroom apartment (see chapter 12, The Space-Challenged Locavore).

			Beyond The 250

			As The 250 neared its end, many friends asked me how I was going to celebrate. Would I go straight for the chocolate, the cashews, the citrus, or the avocados? One couple even offered to take me out for Kobe beef imported from Japan. But I found that I wasn’t craving anything in particular. The food I was eating was so good that although The 250 was technically over, for the most part I just kept going with it. 

			Barbara Kingsolver had a similar experience at the end of her own 250-mile year. When she later checked her journal to see what they had eaten on the day after the year ended, she found that she hadn’t even bothered making an entry because they just kept eating as they’d been doing. She also writes that once in a while, they may enjoy a nonlocal wine or other imported treat. Now that The 250 is over, I do too—once in a while. 

			The key is in that phrase “once in a while.” Eating more imported foods than local foods is not sustainable for our planet or our farming communities, but let’s be realistic. People are going to indulge once in a while, myself included. Avocados in New York, maple syrup in Los Angeles—such things can be enjoyed as occasional treats but are environmentally destructive when they become an everyday way of life. Since The 250 ended, I eat nonlocal foods occasionally, but not at every meal and not every day. My daily fare is still almost all locally grown and raised. I don’t crave imported foods or feel deprived because I only eat them on rare occasions. On the contrary, I enjoy them all the more when I do have them. I’m reminded of an eighty-five-year-old man I know who says that when he was growing up, the only time he ever ate an orange was when he got one in his Christmas stocking. He still remembers how colorful and dripping with sweetness that orange was. In fact, his memory of those once-a-year oranges seems more vivid than his experience of the orange juice he now drinks every day.

			The morning after The 250 ended I wrote on my blog, Leda’s Urban Homestead:

			 

			I do feel a sense of accomplishment for having done the whole year, but all morning I’ve been hit by waves of melancholy and part of me is sad that it’s over. I think I’ve figured out what that is about.

			In many ways, The 250 simplified my life. I stuck to the rules I’d set for myself, and that meant that if it wasn’t a local ingredient, I didn’t eat it. I’d stand in line at the Park Slope Food Co-op, and the people pulling things off the shelves that had lots of packaging and long ingredient lists seemed far removed from my life.

			But now I’ve rejoined the world of choice. I went to the co-op this morning and walked through the aisles knowing that technically I could buy anything I wanted to. Would I dare to eat a mango? Would it be worth the fuel burned and the most likely underpaid labor somewhere thousands of miles away? Did I even want to? No, not today.

			My commitment to eating locally grown food remains strong. But now there are choices I’ll have to make every day that I didn’t even have to think about during The 250, and that is where the melancholy comes in. In a way, it will take more motivation to eat locally now than it did when I had a list of rules to follow.

			 

			Once I got over that post-250 melancholy, though, I discovered that being a locavore had become my normal way of life. Dinner conversations at friends’ homes or at mine often found their way back to what I had discovered about eating local. During one of those conversations, I realized that since the cells of our bodies completely replace themselves every seven years, if I kept up with my local foods diet, soon I would literally be made out of the place where I live. But the questions I had had myself when I started about how to eat local on a budget in the midst of a busy urban life were what came up most often.

			This book is the result of all those exchanges during The 250 and after. I hope what I have learned will make it easier for you to help save the planet by eating great food.
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			How Can Eating Great Food Save the World?

			On the one hand, that’s a scary thought—that the way we live can’t last—but we could consider it an opportunity. When you look at it that way, the questions change. Are there more enduring satisfactions we could find without harming the planet? Is there a better life we can have? What, in other words, should be our new tradition? 

			—Colin Beavan, No Impact Man

			 

			 

			Wendell Berry famously wrote that eating is an agricultural act. It is also an environmental and political, almost revolutionary act nowadays to choose foods that are outside the industrial food chain. 

			But before we get into the saving the world part, let’s talk about the food.

			Local Food Tastes Better and Is Better 

			For over half a century, conventional agriculture has chosen food varieties for shipping durability and shelf life, not taste or nutritional value. 

			The food you get at the farmers’ market or from your garden or CSA spent at most a couple of days, maybe just moments, between its source and arriving at your mouth. Instead of two or three varieties of lettuce or apples or other food, there are hundreds of each available to you, varieties that were developed because they taste fantastic. This food was picked at its peak with no thought of shelf life. 

			Besides the fantastic tastes and textures and colors, freshly picked food packs more of a nutritional punch. The vitamin content of fruits and vegetables starts to diminish the second they are picked, so the less time your meal spent getting to you, the better. The berries you get from your CSA farmer or at the farmers’ market contain more vitamins than the ones that spent several days on a truck and then sat on your supermarket shelf for a few days more. As for minerals, those come into plants from the soil. Spinach grown in rich, organic soil has more of the iron Popeye’s favorite food is famous for than spinach grown in nutrient-depleted chemically farmed soil.

			The Illusion of Abundance

			When I moved to New York City thirty years ago, there were two kinds of lettuce at the supermarket: iceberg and romaine. There were also usually only two kinds of apples: Red Delicious and Granny Smith. It is definitely easier to find varied produce now than it was in 1979. 

			But despite the apparent abundance in our stores, the hard fact is that 96 percent of our commercial varieties of fruits and vegetables have gone extinct during the past century. There may be more varieties available now than there were thirty years ago, but there are far fewer than there were seventy years ago. The reason is that sturdiness and shelf life have been conventional farming’s priority. A variety of lettuce that was tender and delicious had no place in commercial trade if it couldn’t also stand up to being shipped a few thousand miles and then sitting on a shelf for days before it was eaten. So farmers came to prefer the varieties of fruits and vegetables that could stand up to that kind of treatment. 

			Uniformity was and still is another trait preferred by conventional agriculture. When those potatoes go through the shredder en route to being fries at Burger King, the machinery works better if they’re all approximately the same size. Not necessarily more tasty or nutritious or interesting, but better for the machines.

			For the past few decades, a crop’s uniformity, shipping ease, and shelf life have become farmers’ top priorities. And because that’s what they grew, that’s what we ate.

			Why Eating As Usual Isn’t an Option

			One objection to local eating I sometimes hear is that communities have always traded goods to obtain food they couldn’t produce themselves. True, but what they were trading and how they moved it around had quite a different impact in earlier times. Travel by wind-powered (and sometimes slave-powered) ships had minimal environmental impact—if environmental impact was even something people considered then, which it wasn’t. Overland routes by horse or camel, ditto. Only in the past few generations has it become possible to ship perishable foods quickly enough by train or truck, and eventually with enough refrigeration, so that even tender items like salad greens could arrive at a destination thousands of miles away in edible shape. 

			Interestingly, many of the diseases we accept as tragic givens nowadays were extremely rare before the beginnings of industrial agriculture, including diabetes and many types of heart disease and diet-related cancers. 

			The first pesticides used as part of what was then called the “Green Revolution” were made out of the surplus of chemicals left over after World War II. These included Zykon-B, which had been used for mass killings in Nazi death chambers. An industry devoted to producing these chemicals was suddenly about to lose a major customer, the military, and it sought alternative uses for its products even before the war was over. It turned out those chemicals were useful for killing insects and weeds, and the modern agricultural system was born. The hope was that the combination of chemical fertilizers and pesticides would reduce labor and increase crop yields. That proved to be the case. Unfortunately, the benefits came at a huge cost to our environment and our health. 

			
				Do You Know . . . 

				 

				
						
1.	the average distance a farm truck can get on one tank of gas?

						
2.	how much fertile topsoil in the Midwest has been destroyed by industrial agriculture?

						
3.	how much pesticide use has increased since 1996?

						
4.	how many gallons of fuel are used for industrial agriculture in the United States? 

				

				(ANSWERS AHEAD)

			

			Agriculture is only one piece in the jigsaw puzzle of human activities affecting the environment, but it is a big one. One in every five gallons of fuel in the United States is used for industrial agriculture. The majority of the farmland in this country is covered in a blanket of pesticide dust and produces crops never intended to be eaten directly as human food. Most corn, for example, is turned into animal feed (never mind that it is fed to animals that get sick on a corn diet) or into products such as high fructose corn syrup. Chemical farming is destroying fertile topsoil at thirty times the natural rate. Waterways are polluted with the chemical runoff from industrial farms. Food-related illnesses such as mad cow disease, swine flu, and E. coli and salmonella outbreaks are in some cases caused by or exacerbated by the new, now conventional farming system. 
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