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INTRODUCTION


I STARTED WRITING THIS BOOK AFTER I found myself trying to juggle two seemingly opposing things: I wanted to provide good, nutritious food for myself and my family, while also watching my dollars when I went to the supermarket.

At first, like many people today, I took steps toward healthy eating by shopping at organic food stores and occasionally at the local farmers’ market. Where possible, I tried to buy organic meat, fresh seafood, and good quality fruit and vegetables. Living in a busy household, I was meticulous about throwing things out when they got moldy or stale. This made life expensive. And, looking back on it, more than a little wasteful.

Eventually, though, I started to feel frustrated. I was fed up with the high prices at small organic stores, and by the poor quality of the produce at my local supermarket. I started to look for other ways to access good food, and I began to live and cook a lot more frugally. I still wanted to buy the most nutritious food I could, and to enjoy good quality meat, fish, and vegetables. But I learned to shop more wisely, to make the most of what I bought, to waste less, and to connect more closely to where my food came from.

Along the way, more than a few changes took place at our house. The front lawn was taken up and replaced with a veggie patch (much to the horror of anyone who liked to kick a soccer ball!). We got two little hens and converted an old warehouse container into a henhouse. I also bought a second-hand freezer and started to buy food in bulk when it was in season. As well as saving us money, this made my life much simpler and easier: I always had frozen produce on hand if I needed to whip up dinner in a hurry during the week, and I could easily source fresh vegetables and herbs from the garden.

I also started to ask more questions about the food I bought. I quizzed my local butcher about the cheapest cuts of meat. I scoured the supermarket shelves for low-cost, easy to prepare foods like lentils, chickpeas, and legumes. As I experimented in the kitchen and used my family as guinea pigs, I also read more and more about traditional cooking techniques and peasant-style cuisines. Somewhere along the way I fell upon a word that I soon became very fond of. It was the magic word frugal, meaning to make the most of what we already have and also, wherever possible, to use less. People living off the land have employed frugal cooking and harvesting techniques for millennia. They did so not just to save costs and eliminate waste but also as a means of staying healthy. As I explored new ways of buying and preparing food, this notion of frugality made more and more sense.

As a nutritionist, I was lucky enough to have contacts in the food world, who were a great source of help and advice. Of all of these relationships, by far the most valuable were those with local farmers. From the farm, I could buy meat in bulk, fresh milk, and a wonderful array of other produce. I learned how to use all the thrifty bits—pork belly could be cured into bacon, chicken feet could be used to make stock for soup, and extra milk could be turned into homemade cheese or yogurt. By visiting local farms, I also gained a much better understanding of how my food was produced and what was fresh and in season.

In many respects, this approach to food represents a return to traditional peasant ways of eating. Only a few generations ago, almost everyone with a patch of land grew their own vegetables, kept a few chickens, and preserved their own fruit. What you couldn’t produce yourself, you could usually find nearby: a neighbor with a lemon tree, a friend with a fresh catch of fish, a local baker selling freshly made loaves. Your diet would reflect what was locally and seasonally abundant, and you would have a clear understanding of where the food on your plate came from. Being a frugavore is all about rediscovering these peasant habits of frugality, returning to simple, fresh, seasonal food and reconnecting with the farm.

It’s not just a matter of nostalgia, though: the time is ripe for a more frugal approach to food. We live in an age of profligacy. Never before have we had so much food available, and never before have we wasted so much. Celebrity chefs entertain us with elaborate meals and trendy ingredients, but most of us don’t eat the sort of food we see on TV. We buy our food ready-made from the supermarket or as take-out, carry it home in plastic containers, and zap it in the microwave (doing away with any nutrients that managed to survive that far). Most of us have got into the habit of shopping only at supermarkets, and many people don’t know how to prepare meals at home from scratch, or don’t think they have time. When food is available immediately it’s easy to take it for granted; it’s no wonder that around one third of the food we buy is wasted every year.

Many people would like to eat differently but aren’t sure where to start or don’t think they can afford it. There can be a big price discrepancy between quality, chemical-free produce and conventional supermarket fodder. A leg of grass-fed lamb from the local organic butchery is going to cost you a lot more than the no-name equivalent from the supermarket. There are cheaper ways to access good-quality, organic produce, but very few of us know the way to our local farm or how to grow our own vegetables. That’s where this book comes in: as a frugavore, you’ll be equipped with the skills and knowledge to enjoy the best produce at a much better price. So instead of buying lean, organic chicken breasts at your local organic store, go buy the whole bird (and I mean the whole bird—head and feet included). Use the meat in a roast, keep the leftovers for school sandwiches, and make a good hearty soup with all the bones. You now have three meals instead of one— and if you shop at the same places I do, you’ll probably find that a whole chicken costs about the same as those two skinless fillets. What’s more, as you will learn on the following pages, all those extra bits—the bones, the heads, and the skin—are far better for you than the cardboard-flavored chicken breasts you might be accustomed to.

Of course, traditional peasant groups had the advantage of living close to the land; reconnecting with the farm can seem a daunting prospect for those of us living in modern cities and working long hours. But times are a-changing; more people are demanding healthier, tastier, more sustainable food, and the inner-city food market has had to adapt. In an attempt to rebuild the connection between farm and table, modern-day urban peasants are staging a food revolution. They are joining co-ops or buying clubs, or driving out to nearby farms to collect fresh food. Suburban and inner-city gardens are a great untapped resource, and more and more communities are finding ways to grow fresh vegetables on public and private land. Our food culture is changing as people seek out creative ways to improve their diets. This book will help you to be a part of this, whether you live on a farm, in a high-rise apartment, or on a suburban block.


HOW TO SPOT A FRUGAVORE


So what is a frugavore? A frugavore makes the most of what they have, supports best practices in farming, wastes nothing, and grows their own food when they can. As a frugavore, you may find yourself:

• Sourcing food locally and seasonally;

• Buying food in bulk, be it meat direct from the farm or grains, vegetables, and fruits from co-ops, markets, or other sources;

• Stocking your pantry wisely with staple items that can be used as a basis for simple, healthy meals;

• Learning to cook as a peasant would, using frugal ingredients such as lentils, legumes, offcuts, cheaper varieties of meat and fish, and seasonal fruits and vegetables;

• Letting nothing go to waste—using scraps for a compost heap or worm farm, making stock with old vegetables and bones, and recycling glass jars for storage and preserves; and • Connecting to local, grassroots food movements and exploring food resources in your local community.

How will you feel after all of this? You may notice that you have no room in your garden, as it has been taken over by pots of herbs and climbing tomatoes. Your kitchen cupboards will be overflowing with spare jam jars. You’ll start contemplating replacing your coffee table with a small second-hand freezer, and you may catch yourself going to work with dirt underneath your fingernails. Don’t worry: it’s not a bad thing! It’s all part of becoming a frugavore.

FRUGAVORE NUTRITION

There’s no point spending money on food that’s not going to do you any good; “cheap” food is hardly good value if it’s bad for you. Instead, if you want to eat and live frugally, buy the best quality produce possible and make the most of it. By “best quality,” I don’t mean the finest French cheeses or the most expensive bottled water. Quality food is food that is full of nutrients, grown locally, and prepared fresh at home.

Technically speaking, the term “nutrient-density” refers to the quantity of nutrients in a food compared to the number of calories or kilojoules it contains. A nutrient-dense diet will promote health and stamina and help your body to ward off disease.

Nutrient-density is also fundamental to the most important aspect of our eating pleasure— taste. I used to wonder why home-grown fruit and vegetables tasted so good compared to commercially grown supermarket produce. I’ve seen people swoon over the first apple of autumn, or over ripe asparagus sprouting from the ground in spring, but never over a tired navel orange, puffed up and yellowing, that has been in transit for weeks before reaching the supermarket shelf. Nature cleverly organizes itself so that when food is at its ripest, it is also at its most nutritious peak. When food is ripe and rich in nutrients, it will be alive-tasting and bubbling with flavor and bite. This may explain why we are tempted to pick fruit from over a neighbor’s fence when a tree is dripping with plums, ripe and ready to be eaten, but don’t feel similarly tempted by something that has been sitting in a fruit bowl for days.

HOME-COOKED MEALS

The best way to ensure you’re eating nutrient-dense food is to cook your meals at home, using raw ingredients, rather than relying on processed or pre-packaged foods. Seek out foods that have come from rich and fertile soils, and try to grow some of your produce yourself or connect to a local farm or community garden.

You don’t need to be a arugula scientist to know that home-cooking is better for you than processed or ready-made meals. Processed food is treated to ensure a long shelf life and a neat appearance. The food industry uses methods such as canning, pasteurizing, refining, and irradiating to create products that can sit on supermarket shelves for months, sometimes years. Additives and preservatives are added to ensure that your food won’t crumble, age, or lose its color and shape before it reaches you. Unfortunately, these methods also strip nutrients from food. That’s how they work: by removing nutrients, processing eliminates the food source for micro-organizms and insects, and so prevents the product from deteriorating on the shelf.

The food industry is well aware of what is taken out of food when it is processed. That’s why companies “fortify” foods with missing vitamins and minerals such as fiber, B vitamins, and iron. When a food has been broken down and stripped of its nutrients, however, it cannot be restored simply by adding nutrients later on. Nutrients require special enzymes and co-enzymes for proper assimilation. These natural combinations are only found in whole foods; they can’t be recreated in a factory.

This isn’t to say that all processed foods are unhealthy. Traditional food preservation methods maintained or even enhanced the nutrients in foods. Salting and air-drying can be used to preserve meat for long periods as delicious salami and bacon. Dairy products can be turned into yogurt, kefir, and cheese, which are rich in healthy bacteria and can be even more nutritious than fresh milk. Adding salt to cabbage produces sauerkraut, an excellent source of healthy bacteria and vitamin C. Foods preserved using these traditional methods can be delicious and highly nutritious (in fact, it was the addition of sauerkraut to the diet of Captain Cook’s crew that made his voyage so successful). To ensure you’re getting the most nutrition for your buck, however, steer clear of foods processed using artificial additives and preservatives. They may seem cheap and convenient, but you’ll be missing out on the best bits—the nutrients and the flavor.


STRAIGHT FROM THE FARM


When it comes to fresh produce, nutrient-density can be traced back to the farm. What we feed growing plants, and what they encounter in the ground, will affect the nutrients in the produce that we eventually eat. If the soil is biodynamic or organic, it will contain slow-release fertilizers in the form of manure, compost, and some minerals, providing the plant with a range of nutrients and creating robust root systems. Biodynamic and organic produce can take longer to grow than industrially farmed vegetables, but this extra time allows their roots to develop and run deep. The plant gathers extra nutrients and we end up with a healthier final product. And because plants that are rich in nutrients have a natural immunity and can repel pests by themselves, they can be grown without chemical pesticides.

Over the past fifty years, agricultural companies have worked to develop larger crops, greater yields, and hardier species. This has been achieved through selective breeding methods and high-yield fertilizers. Today’s fruits and vegetables can be dropped, bounced, and stacked on the supermarket shelf without damage; they can be stored for months without any visible change. Fresh produce is cheaper and easier to access than it was fifty years ago, especially in city areas.

But greater yield and bulk have come at a cost: there are now fewer nutrients in our food. Plants are pushed to grow bigger by accumulating more water and starch, but there is not a corresponding increase in nutrients. Vegetables tested in 1980 contained significantly lower levels of calcium, magnesium, copper, and sodium than vegetables tested in 1930. As Michael Pollan has observed, “you now have to eat three apples to get the same amount of iron as you would have gotten from a single 1940 apple.” We might have more food in the twenty-first century, but it is worth less in terms of nutrient-density.

With the growth of large-scale commercial agriculture, we have also lost many traditional varieties of fruit and vegetable. In our endless quest for the reddest tomato or the hardiest pear, much diversity has been lost. There were once thousands of varieties of tomato available, yet you’ll be lucky to find more than two or three in most modern supermarkets. Carrots once came in white, purple, red, and yellow. They could be small, tall, stumpy, or slim. Somewhere along the line, we decided that the orange Dutch variety was the best to sell. This variety became universally available, while the others dropped out of the food chain. Many of these traditional varieties (often called “heritage” or “heirloom”) are now experiencing a rebirth, helped along by local food communities, small farms, and home gardeners. They may look small and mis-shapen next to the uniform produce at the supermarket, but these heritage vegetables are packed full of flavor and nutrients. If you grow them yourself, you’ll know exactly what fertilizers and chemicals have gone into them. And you’ll get to enjoy the novel pleasure of discovering different colors, shapes, and flavors. A home-grown carrot with two legs, baked with a little goose fat and fresh herbs; a black tomato, speckled with tiny red spots, drizzled with some fresh olive oil; violet gnocchi made with “purple congo” potatoes. We miss out on this diversity if we depend on uniform supermarket produce. Luckily, it’s much easier than you might think to reclaim it.

The animal products we eat, whether dairy, eggs, or meat, are also affected by the nutrients in the soil and the plants we feed them. Traditionally, all livestock were grazed on fresh grass, with only minimal supplementary feeding during the drier months. Poultry, being omnivores, pecked at mixed pastures and enjoyed insects, grubs, and a small amount of grain. Their lives included plenty of exercise and sunlight.

In the push to achieve cheaper food production during the twentieth century, more concentrated feeding practices were developed. Commercially farmed livestock and poultry are now often fed a diet exclusively of grains, corn, or soy meal. They are kept in close confinement, without access to sunshine or space. Poultry, who have a strong natural instinct to run around, play in the dirt, and establish their own pecking order, are kept in small cages, have their beaks clipped, and are fed an unnatural (and monotonous) diet.

Nutritional tests have shown that animals raised this way are less healthy than their free-range, natural-living counterparts. Because they live in cramped conditions and eat an unnatural diet, they are prone to infection and more likely to need antibiotics, which end up in the products we eat. Meat, milk, and eggs from grass-fed and free-range animals, meanwhile, are rich in healthy fatty acids including Omega 3 and conjugated lin-oleic acid (CLA)—both healthy fats known to benefit heart health and aid in the prevention of inflammatory and autoimmune disorders. Grass-fed and free-range products also contain higher levels of antioxidants and important fat-soluble vitamins such as A, D, and E. Grass-fed livestock do not suffer from many of the afflictions faced by their grain-fed counterparts such as acidosis, rumenitis, liver abscesses, and bloat, and they are at less risk of E-coli contamination.

The surest way to find the most nutritious produce is to reconnect with local farmers. As you’ll discover later in this book, there are all sorts of ways to do this. Whether you buy directly from a farm, at a farmers’ market, or through a co-op or buyers’ club, a clearer understanding of where your food came from and how it was grown will help you to choose the healthiest fresh ingredients.

IS GOOD FOOD MORE EXPENSIVE?

The health benefits of good food are clear. But people are always telling me that it costs too much to eat well. They quip that buying processed foods or take-out is cheaper than cooking at home, and complain that organic produce is overpriced and overrated.

There is some truth in this. The great price difference between organic or biodynamic and conventional produce is undeniable. This morning, I bought a bunch of celery at my local supermarket for around a quarter of the price I would pay for the biodynamic equivalent. Grass-fed organic meat costs more than conventional meat; a 6-pound leg of lamb at my local gourmet butcher is usually 30 to 40 percent more expensive than at the supermarket.

So if you ask me whether it costs more to buy the best quality produce through conventional retail outlets, my answer, in short, is yes it does. But there are shortcuts and backstreets you can take to access good food without going broke. By tapping into unconventional food resources and being frugal with what you buy, you can stick to a low budget while enjoying quality produce; that is what being a frugavore is all about.

For example, when it comes to my celery and grass-fed lamb, you could consider growing some of your own celery. A packet of six seedlings retails for around the cost of a bag of potato chips, and will last you for most of the season. These can be grown in pots, or in a small patch of your garden. Similarly, to obtain grass-fed organic meat at a better price, you could consider purchasing your meat in bulk, directly from the farm, or opting for the cheaper cuts—such as casserole, mince, or offal—and exploring different ways to cook them. Every section of this book details creative ways to make the most of what you purchase, and to access good food at a reasonable price.

While I was writing this book, I wanted to test the premise myself, to find out if it was in fact easier and cheaper to eat out than to cook at home. So I conducted a little experiment. On a Monday night, I drove to my sister’s place, where she lives with her husband and three young kids. I picked them up and took them out for a fast-food dinner.

Ordering three kids’ servings, plus two adult meals, our bill came to around thirty-five dollars. It was a fun night out; it took no more than half an hour to drive to the restaurant and back, and we avoided all the dirty dishes. But from a nutritional perspective, I couldn’t quite believe what we were eating. It was rich in salt, sugars, trans-fats, preservatives, and flavorings. It was low in nutrients, and high in calories.

The following Monday night, I thought we’d try something different. I live three blocks from my sister’s place, so I invited them round for dinner. Because I didn’t have a lot of time after work, I made lentil soup. When you’re in a hurry, this is a pretty simple exercise: I grabbed a packet of lentils from the pantry, a few bay leaves from the garden, some stock from the freezer, and some carrots and celery from the fridge. It took me ten minutes to get the ingredients ready and forty minutes to cook. While the soup was cooking, I picked some arugula from a pot outside my kitchen door and threw together a salad, and then put a sago and coconut pudding on to cook for dessert. The entire preparation took me half an hour. The total cooking time was about an hour. The meal, all ingredients included, cost less than half of what we paid for our meal at the fast-food outlet—plus, there were leftovers.

As we ate, we chatted about the concepts of price and convenience. I calculated that of the recipes I cook on an average weeknight, nearly all are cheaper and more convenient than eating out—cheaper even than the cheapest of drive-thrus. People are always telling me that they choose to eat fast or processed food because it is cheaper, but this is just not true! By being frugal with food—making the most of what you have, growing some herbs or veggies yourself, and connecting to local food resources—you can save money on groceries, and spend less time shopping or picking up ready-made meals. Don’t believe me? Well, you’d better keep reading then.



EAT AS A PEASANT WOULD EAT
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“The old peasant kitchen habits of frugality [involved] making stock out of bones, pickling and salting in times of glut, stocking the pantry, using diet to care for the sick and the elderly, making good food out of few and simple ingredients.”

—Elisabeth Luard,  European Peasant Cookery

PEASANT-STYLE COOKING EMBODIES ALL that it is to be a frugavore: choosing nutrient-dense foods from local sources, making do with what is available at different times of the year, and being as self-sufficient as possible.

More and more, we are realizing that we have a lot to learn from peasant diets. The food we eat today is not nourishing us as it should. We are largely unaware of where it comes from, but we are beginning to understand that many modern food-production methods come at a great cost to the environment.

Some might see the word peasant as a derogatory term: maybe a starving farmer from the Middle Ages who cannot read or write and has too many children to feed with too little food. In fact, the word is derived from the fifteenth-century French word païsant, meaning a person from the local pays, or countryside. By definition a peasant is any person who lives or works close to the land.

The peasant diet has been described as “simple and nourishing,” and their health was all the better for it. When they weren’t affected by wars or food shortages, peasants lived surprisingly healthy lives. Elisabeth Luard has described peasant communities in Spain in the 1920s as “communal, supportive and hardworking,” and Dr. Weston A. Price, in his travels around the globe during the 1930s, found them to display extraordinary health, strength, and vigour.

Existing exclusively on a traditional diet drawing only on local resources, peasants relied on their food to keep them strong and protect them from disease. Their food preparation methods were well considered and thrifty, designed to get as much value and nourishment as possible from every dish.

Most importantly, nothing was ever wasted. Food had to be harvested with the utmost diligence during times of scarcity, and stored with the utmost care during times of abundance. Peasants were thrifty and frugal with food because they had to be; their diets were dictated by limitations such as the fertility of the soil, the seasons, the weather, and their region’s habitat.

So we have a lot to learn from peasant cultures, and food choices are just the beginning. Peasants lived a lifestyle that was supremely self-sufficient. They made the most of what they had on-hand and wasted nothing. All waste produced on the farm was used for some other purpose: food scraps went to the chickens or were used as compost; chicken poop fertilized the plants. Only the bare minimum was purchased or traded and nothing was carelessly discarded.

Today, when it comes to food, we are inundated with choices. At the supermarket we find foods out of season, imported from other countries, fresh, frozen, processed, pasteurized, and irradiated. Meals can be bought ready-made and reheated in seconds with the click of a button. Food might be more readily and abundantly available, but it is worth less in nutritional terms and lacks the flavor of locally grown, homemade fare.

It’s no surprise that many people now yearn for a simple and frugal diet, and for the freshness and flavor of plain old peasant cooking: fresh bread with lashings of butter and homemade jam; a hock of bacon simmering in a soup of split peas and spices; tender tomatoes bursting with flavor at the beginning of the season.

Peasant fare does not need to revolve around plain or bland ingredients. In fact, traditional peasant foods were full of richness, flavor, and diversity. European peasants living near the ocean enjoyed such scrumptious foods as salmon, oysters, and crayfish, while those living inland had slow-cooked snails, raw-milk cheeses, superb truffles, and foie gras. Even the simplest of dishes tasted deliciously good. Unfortunately for the food industry, this cannot be recreated with additives, preservatives, or modern processing methods. The joy of this sort of food lies in its freshness, and in knowing that what you are eating was made by you, your family, or friends, or someone in your local neighborhood.

Not surprisingly, as world leaders in gastronomy, the French have always valued their traditional peasant cooking as much as they do their cuisine bourgeoise. Curnonsky, editor of Larousse Gastronomique and founder of the Michelin Star rating system, believed that regional peasant-style cooking possessed some of the richest of gastronomic treasures, and that French cooking should always strive to respect “the taste of things as they are.” The French have gone to great lengths to preserve their traditional food and farming culture, and it is for this reason that they’ve been able to maintain such a flavorsome, nutritious cuisine.

So, what did peasants eat? Most foods were bought fresh from their source and any processing, cooking, or preserving was done in the home or communal kitchen. As much food as possible was grown at home: no garden space was wasted. All parts of the animal were used, and any animal or vegetable scraps were put back into the land as compost.

One-pot meals such as soups and stews were common, as they required only a single heat source and were a good way to use up tougher cuts of meat. Traditional diets included a range of bread and other wholegrain products, which were prepared using traditional methods to render them optimally nutritious and easy to digest. Dairy products were consumed both raw and fermented in the form of yogurt, butter, kefir, and cheese. Meat and other animal products came from both wild and domesticated animals. Livestock and poultry were grass-fed and free-range; they were not fed large quantities of grains or corn, nor any soy meal.

Peasant food also depended on seasonal availability. Food that was in season would feature as the main aspect of a meal: the latest garden peas, fresh cheeses locally made, or a new batch of eggs from the chickens. The season’s ingredients would be cooked from scratch or preserved for later use using traditional methods. Place was everything, and each local area had its own specialties. As they say in France, “The triumph of Marseille, it is only good when eaten in Marseille. Don’t try to eat it in Paris.” Wherever you were, great respect was shown for the food on the table. The traditional prayer before a meal demonstrated gratitude for the food, and for the farmers and animals who produced it.

It is also telling to consider what peasants didn’t eat. Refined sugars, high-fructose corn syrup, and artificial sweeteners did not exist. Natural sweeteners such as honey, molasses, malt, and maple syrup were used when they were available. Seed oils like cottonseed, saf-flower, and sunflower oil were burned for light and used in traditional remedies, but were not generally used for cooking. Instead, animal fats in the form of eggs, cream, butter, and oil were highly prized, as was cold-pressed olive oil. Hydrogenated fats such as margarine did not yet exist. The only soy foods consumed were fermented: soy sauce, tempeh, miso, nato, and tofu. Soy “milk,” soy-based imitation foods, and soy additives were not known. Needless to say, genetically modified foods did not feature in traditional diets.

WASTE NOT, WANT NOT

Peasant frugality was not confined to the kitchen. Out of necessity, traditional cultures kept waste to a minimum and squeezed as much use as possible out of what they had. Even a generation or two ago, this attitude was common. Growing up, I was constantly reminded that food should be used frugally and enjoyed to the last morsel. I remember my mother removing a soured pumpkin from the compost heap (after I had sneakily thrown it there), trimming off the moldy edges, and using it for dinner. It was surprisingly enjoyable. She always kept an eye out at the supermarket for food that was on sale because it was nearing its use-by date, and all our leftovers went to our backyard chickens or onto the compost heap. For my parents’ generation, these habits were fairly standard. Growing up after the war, they and their parents appreciated the energy required to produce a loaf of bread, a stick of celery, or a can of beans.

Today, we have forgotten how to be frugal. If electrical goods break, it is often cheaper to buy new ones than to have them repaired. We buy food in take-out containers and disposable plastic bags without a thought. We buy and discard food carelessly, knowing there will always be more for us to purchase tomorrow. Along the way, we have forgotten many of the clever tricks used by earlier generations to reduce waste.

But with rising food prices and overflowing landfills, we are seeing a quiet backlash against this profligacy. “Dumpster divers” scour garbage skips for food that would otherwise go to waste. I haven’t dumpster-dived myself, and I can’t say I want to, but I can appreciate what they do and why they do it. In Australia, food waste is estimated to be 30 million tons annually.

During the past decade, we have become increasingly environmentally aware; we are conscious of our carbon footprint and of the need to save energy and use fewer natural resources. But we also need to generate less waste. Our landfills are constantly growing. In Victoria, Australia, where I live, food and green waste account for almost half of the municipal waste we send to landfills. This type of waste produces methane, one of the worst greenhouse gases. Obviously, recycling is an integral part of reducing the impact of landfills, but recycling also requires energy, and only a proportion of what we put in our recycling bins ends up being properly reused. To actually make a difference, we need to use less and be frugal with what we purchase.

Happily, in a kitchen environment, this is not as hard as it sounds, and this is where those rediscovered peasant habits come in handy. Sending organic waste (any plant or animal matter) to a landfill is a missed opportunity for frugavore cooks and gardeners. We could reduce our waste by almost half by recycling organic matter in our own backyards. For instance, you can take your kitchen scraps or lawn clippings and put them in your compost. Start a worm farm and use your stale vegetables and newspaper scraps as worm-food (the liquid from a worm farm is an extraordinary fertilizer and can produce stupendous results in your vegetable garden, season after season). Re-use glass jars to store homemade jam or preserved fruits and vegetables. Use tired vegetables and meat scraps to make stock. Not only will these things reduce waste, they’ll also save you money by letting you squeeze much more value out of the things you’ve bought, grown, or made. Similarly, by buying fewer processed foods and purchasing more nutrient-dense raw ingredients, you will be using less plastic and packaging. So less waste is good for us, really and truly.

HOW TO MINIMIZE WASTE IN YOUR HOME

• Produce as many things as you can yourself, or source them locally. Grow some of your own produce, keep chickens, and shop directly from a local farmer where possible.

• Get a compost bin, worm farm, or bokashi bucket for your kitchen waste. Use this to fertilize your garden and grow a blossoming vegetable patch.

• Consume less: only buy products that you really need. Try to avoid resorting to “retail therapy.”

• Shop locally and avoid products that are processed or have a lot of plastic packaging.

• Recycle old clothing as rags for cleaning.

• Recycle old jars for jams and preserves. Use plastic containers to store leftovers and pantry staples, or for cleaning products.

• Stop using paper and plastic bags: purchase a recycled cotton, hemp, or string bag.

• Bottle your own filtered tap water instead of buying plastic bottled water.

• Practice “positive pilfering”: if someone is throwing something out that could be used, grab it!
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